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Introduction

Witchcraft, Folk Healing and Hex in the Keystone State

There are few topics in history that are as widely popular as witches and witchcraft. The image of the witch has so permeated the Western imagination that almost anyone can provide at least a vague definition or description of one. Though European witchcraft is often the focus of professional historians, American culture is littered with accounts and images of witches and associated supernatural phenomena. From the well-known and extensively studied Salem Witch Trials to the Wicked Witch of the West and other stereotyped witches from literature and popular culture, it is clear that witchcraft has left its mark on the American psyche.

For many modern Americans, the study of historical witchcraft begins and ends with the Salem Witch Trials. The trials are often viewed as an anomaly by the armchair historian: an old and backward tradition carried over from Europe that was eradicated by the march of American progress and freedom. Yet this view is both historically inaccurate and deeply flawed. The belief in witchcraft existed throughout North America, and encounters with “real” witches were surprisingly common. Even today, though not as widespread, the belief in witches continues in a variety of forms.

Here in Pennsylvania, the state founded by William Penn and his Quaker associates, a multitude of accounts of witches and witchcraft exist. One reason for this is indirectly tied to the Quaker’s general tolerance for other religious beliefs and peoples. The relative freedom of religion attracted numerous German immigrants who were members of both traditional and obscure religious sects. With them, those immigrants brought a strong tradition of belief in witchcraft and the supernatural. Other settlers who came in later years also brought their own rich traditions of folk belief to the state. Luckily, Pennsylvania has a long record of preserving its folklore and history and many of these accounts of witchcraft have survived. Though such accounts are not always as thoroughly documented as scholars might prefer, they at least give us a window in which to view the occult world of our predecessors.

Witchcraft in Pennsylvania exists as part of the larger system of magical-religious folk healing and supernatural belief brought by the colonizers and immigrants. Throughout history, there have always been individuals in communities that were thought to be gifted or adept at what we would consider folk magic. Folk magic was the type of magic practiced by the common people, not the “high magic” of the educated sorcerers and necromancers of medieval and renaissance Europe. The practice of magical folk healing was laden with religious, primarily Christian, overtones but still contained vestiges of pre-Christian rituals. It could also contain elements of herbalism and traditional remedies. For the practitioners of this type of magic, there was no sharp distinction between religion, magic and science when it came to their work. The skilled individuals provided services to their community in the form of physical and mental healing; fortunetelling; locating lost people, animals and objects; protection; and removal of curses. In the English tradition, those practitioners were known as cunning folk. The Pennsylvania German tradition labeled them brauchers, powwowers or sometimes hex doctors. Other cultures provided them with different names, but they all performed similar functions in their social environment, and even though they dealt with what we might call occult forces, they were accepted as part of the social order.

At the far end of this magical-religious spectrum was the witch. The witch was skilled in the aforementioned practices but generally did not use them to help the community. Instead, the witch performed darker rituals to harm and harass his or her neighbors, utilizing magic to commit criminal acts. As historian Alison Games noted in Witchcraft in Early North America, “Witches, everyone agreed, were people who performed harmful acts and threatened the community order.” By misusing their abilities, witches were relegated to the fringe of society.

But who were the witches? While some people today and in the past would consider the use of magic of any kind enough to warrant the label of witch, traditional witches certainly stood apart from the folk healers who invoked the name of God in their craft. Like in Europe, the source of a witch’s power was generally believed to have come from the Devil, whether or not a pact was made or his name was actually invoked. Theoretically, it is that line of good and evil that separates the witch from the folk healer. Yet many of the witches that we will encounter already seem to be on the fringe of society. Games pointed out in her study that in America, unlike Europe, a man was just as likely to be labeled a witch as a woman. They were often widows or widowers, hermits, persons of a different religious denomination, etc. Sometimes the line between folk healer and witch was difficult to establish. A person labeled a healer in one instance may be labeled a witch in a different set of circumstances. The blurring of the lines can make the study of witchcraft in Pennsylvania difficult.

The difficulties inherent in defending against charges of witchcraft have been noted by many historians. Perceived supernatural wrongs are identified with supernatural evidence. The very act of accusing someone of witchcraft could in itself be an act of revenge because of some previous disagreement. In Europe, witch trials often ended with an execution or a severe punishment of some sort. That was not the case in Pennsylvania. As we will see in the first section of this book, William Penn himself carefully judged Pennsylvania’s only official witchcraft trial and set a precedent that prevented a situation similar to the one that occurred in Salem a few years later. If one wanted to stop or punish a witch here, they could not expect the legal system to do it for them. Instead, they had to rely on folk healers and hex doctors to engage in magical battle against the witch. Many of the stories that we discuss throughout this volume will detail such conflicts.

This book attempts to survey the role of witchcraft and its associated folk beliefs in Pennsylvania’s magical landscape from the colonial days to the present. It by no means covers every account of witchcraft that has survived in the state, as they are too numerous for a volume of this size. What I have included are some of the key accounts of witchcraft and a sampling of lesser-known stories and incidents. As already mentioned, I will begin with William Penn’s handling of the state’s first witch trial. From there we move on to the Pennsylvania German traditions of powwow and hex and the role of the witch in their magical spectrum. I have included not only a brief overview of their practices but also a look at their magical books and uses for magic, both good and bad. The third part of the book will examine alleged cases of witchcraft and hex from various counties around the state, covering the years roughly from 1780 to 1920. After surveying the traditional accounts of witches, we turn to the shocking hex murders of the 1920s and 1930s and the impact that they had on people’s ideas of witchcraft and traditional powwowing practices. Finally, I will look at the role of the witch in modern folk belief in the form of urban legend.

For this survey, I have focused primarily on witchcraft-related beliefs in the European tradition. That being said, there are a few areas that I have intentionally chosen not to address in this volume. The first is the beliefs of Native Americans about witchcraft. Since their shamans and witches were generally viewed through the lens of the Europeans that encountered them, it is difficult to properly assess and explain their beliefs and what they really meant to those who practiced them. Such an undertaking would require a separate volume. Another extensive system of folk magic prevalent among the state’s African American community was that of hoodoo or conjure. Unfortunately, that system is not as well documented here as it is in the American South, and most nineteenth- and early twentieth-century reports were filtered through the discriminatory opinions of contemporary newspaper writers. Like Native American beliefs about folk magic, I have decided not to address them here, but perhaps in a future publication. I will also not discuss the Wicca movement, which may be nominally identified with aspects of witchcraft but is a modern reinvention and not truly a part of the traditional system of folk belief.

Despite the persistent idea that witchcraft existed only in Pennsylvania Dutch Country, the belief in witches actually existed in every corner of the state, and much more recently than most would imagine. I hope that this volume will serve as an introduction to the history and the lore of the witch in Pennsylvania. Hopefully you will enjoy this journey through the occult history of the Keystone State.


Chapter 1

William penn’s Witches

Margaret Mattson stood before William Penn, the Provincial Council and a jury of prominent citizens of the colony of Pennsylvania. It was February 1684, and Mattson and her neighbor Yethro Hendrickson were accused of practicing witchcraft. They were the first to be officially charged with such an offense in the young English colony, and the outcome of their trial would set a precedent for the prosecution of witchcraft in the future. Both of the women were of Swedish descent and from families who were remnants of the defunct colony of New Sweden that had predated Penn’s venture on the Delaware River. Mattson had pleaded “not guilty” to the charges against her at a prior arraignment, and Penn had assembled the council and a jury to hear the testimony of the women and their accusers. It seems that Hendrickson was not present at the trial as there is no official record of her speaking or giving testimony. An interpreter was present if needed, but it is not known how necessary he was or how much English Mattson could speak. It has been traditionally assumed that she spoke very little. The official record of the trial is sparse, so it has left many unanswered questions.

After convening the trial, several accusers were brought forth who testified that Mattson practiced the dark arts. A witness named Henry Drystreet claimed that he had been told twenty years before that Mattson was a witch and that she had bewitched the cattle of another farmer. Charles Ashcom asserted that Mattson’s own daughter believed her to be a witch and that Mattson had threatened her in spectral form, standing at the foot of her bed with a knife. The old woman had also allegedly bewitched her cattle. A woman named Annakey Coolin also believed that Mattson had used a spell on her cattle. Her husband had decided to boil the heart of a bewitched calf, presumably to draw out the witch. During the process, Mattson allegedly came to their door, disheveled and irate, demanding to know what they were doing. When they explained, she told them that they should have boiled the bones instead and muttered other “unseemly expressions.”

Mattson denied all of the accusations, of course. She insisted she was not present for the boiling of the calf’s heart and that she had no knowledge of the occurrence. She also questioned why her daughter was not present to testify if she believed her to be a witch. A common, but undocumented, legend about the trial tells that Penn himself questioned Mattson, asking if she ever rode through the air on a broomstick. Mattson allegedly did not understand the question and answered yes. Penn replied by asserting that there was no law against riding through the air on a broomstick.

When the testimony ceased, Penn met with the jury and gave them their charge concerning the case. Penn’s directions were not recorded but can probably be guessed from the verdict. The jury deliberated briefly and returned with its decision. The jury found Mattson guilty of “having the common fame of being a witch, but not guilty in the manner and form she stands indicted.” She was fined fifty pounds and released to the custody of her husband, Neels, to guarantee six months of good behavior. Despite being found innocent of witchcraft, Mattson has been known since as the Witch of Ridley Creek.

The unusual but wise verdict seems especially important in historical perspective, given that it occurred several years before the infamous Salem Witch Trials. While Penn and the jurors could not see into the future, they were certainly aware of the long history of witchcraft persecutions in Europe. To prevent such hysteria in the colony and to remain true to their pacifist Quaker beliefs, they could not set the precedent of convicting an accused witch, especially on such flimsy evidence. However, Penn and the jury were likely aware that the accusations against Mattson may have had more to do with personal vendettas than the black arts. Clearly, Mattson was not liked by many of her neighbors, and we will never know any more about her personality or interaction with others. Perhaps her neighbors were hostile to her because of her Swedish background or because they were jealous of her good land. To appease those who brought the charges against Mattson, the minor fine and “probation” would serve as a sufficient punishment and possible deterrent against future bad behavior without triggering more witchcraft accusations.
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A postcard depicting the famous statue of William Penn that stands on top of city hall in Philadelphia. Penn’s careful handling of the colony’s first witch trial in 1684 prevented future prosecutions and the type of hysteria that would be seen in Salem several years later. Author’s collection.

Even though the colony and future state of Pennsylvania would not prosecute witches, it could not prevent its citizens from believing in them. The Quakers had little tolerance for the prosecution of witches and, at the same time, had little use for magic and the occult. As the prominent historian David Hackett Fischer pointed out in Albion’s Seed, the Quakers believed that evil in the world required no devil or magic but only the weakness and fallibility of men. However, as the colony grew and became successful, Pennsylvania’s Quakers soon found themselves outnumbered in their own land. As people of different religious and ethnic backgrounds arrived in Penn’s religiously liberated colony, they brought with them their own ideas about magic and witchcraft.

Evidence of the prevalence of such belief can be found throughout the 1700s in Philadelphia and its hinterlands. In 1701, a case of witch-related slander came to the city’s court. A butcher named John Richards and his wife were being sued by Mr. and Mrs. Robert Guard for slander. The Richards accused the Guards of bewitching another woman who allegedly had pins taken out of her breast. The case was eventually dismissed as “trifling.”

In Germantown, the practice of Pennsylvania German folk magic and folk healing was common. Well-known brauchers such as “Old Shrunk” Frailey offered their services to those who could pay, providing healing, removing curses and finding lost items and treasure. The practices of the German immigrants would spread and heavily influence witchcraft lore throughout the state. We will examine their beliefs more closely in the next section of the book.
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A postcard commemorating the founding of Germantown. Numerous German immigrants brought their traditions and culture to William Penn’s colony. Author’s collection.

By May 1718, there were apparently enough rumors and minor accusations of witchcraft that the legislature included an English law regarding witchcraft from the time of King James II when it made modifications to the colony’s legal system with the “Act for the Advancement of Justice.” The “Act Against Conjuration, Witchcraft, and Dealing with Evil and Wicked Spirits” had entered English law in 1685 and was added word for word to the new colonial act. Its presence was meant to serve more as a deterrent than anything else, and the law was rarely used or enforced. The addition of the law failed, however, to have any substantial impact on the personal beliefs of Pennsylvania’s residents. The very next year, an outbreak of witchcraft in Chester County led to the formation of a commission of judges from the county court specifically to deal with the occurrences. The commission was given authority to investigate all “witchcrafts, enchantments, sorcerers, and magic arts.” We do not have any record of the commission’s findings.

Further evidence of the continuing belief in witchcraft was uncovered during a 1976 archaeological excavation on Tinicum Island at Governor Printz State Park in Essington, not far from Philadelphia. Archaeologists discovered what is believed to be a “witch bottle,” probably buried in the 1740s, on what was then the property of the Taylor family. Witch bottles have been found frequently in England and have traditionally been used as a charm to protect against or reverse the curse of a witch and possibly identify the individual responsible. They were used by those familiar with folk magic and might be prescribed by the local cunning folk. This particular bottle had six straight pins inside. Often witch bottles contained ritualized items such as these to represent the victim’s pain or misfortune. They were mixed with urine or other bodily fluids of the victim and corked to trap the symptoms in the bottle and often reverse them on the witch. The witch might theoretically suffer until the bottle is uncorked. Similar techniques of sympathetic magic were used by the German immigrants as well. The presence of the bottle in Pennsylvania shows that at least some of the English settlers held onto the belief in witches.

Not everyone in early Pennsylvania took the belief in witchcraft quite so seriously. On October 22, 1730, Benjamin Franklin’s Pennsylvania Gazette published a report of a witch trial just across the Delaware River near Burlington, New Jersey, titled “Witch Trial at Mount Holly.” The article detailed the trial of a husband and wife accused of making sheep dance, hogs speak and generally causing terror among their neighbors. The accused witches agreed to be subject to two traditional tests to identify witches only if their accusers, another couple, agreed to submit to the same tests. They did, and over three hundred people from the town gathered to watch with anticipation. For the first test, each of the individuals had to step on a scale with the Bible on the other side. It was believed that a real witch would be lighter than the Bible. All four took their turn, and all outweighed the Good Book. The second test involved being tied up and thrown into water. If the person sank, they were not a witch, but if they floated, they were using supernatural forces to protect them. This time only the male accuser sank, and the other three remained floating on the water. The female accuser reportedly claimed that the witches were making her float, but some observers questioned whether the women’s undergarments were trapping air and helping to keep them up. It was decided to pull them all from the water and wait until warmer weather, when they could be cast into the water naked. Though the story of the Mt. Holly trial spread quickly and was even reprinted in Britain, it turned out to be a hoax. It is now believed by many that it was Franklin himself who wrote the story to poke fun at superstition, and it seems to match the style of his satire.

Though the Gazette’s story was a hoax, it certainly seemed to be believable enough for many of its readers. The city of Philadelphia saw other occasional, and very real, incidents involving accused witches as the century progresses. After refusing to prosecute an accused witch in 1749, authorities were forced to deal with a riot when angry citizens formed a mob to protest their inaction. In 1787, a tragic event occurred in the city’s streets. A mob harassed and attacked an old woman who was believed to be a witch. She had been attacked on two previous occasions but had survived. This time the mob was relentless, shouting accusations and berating anyone who attempted to come to her aid. They began throwing stones, and the woman was killed in broad daylight.

Still, as the century progressed, the public presence of witchcraft in Philadelphia gradually declined. In 1754, Franklin tried to have the Witchcraft Act repealed by the colonial legislature, but his efforts were defeated. The act only disappeared in 1794 when the state was restructuring its legal system as part of the young United States. Witchcraft, in both belief and practice, was present behind closed doors, but it had become a subject of mockery for the urban elite and educated. The belief in witches still thrived in Pennsylvania, however, and is surprisingly well documented in Pennsylvania Dutch Country and in counties farther to the west. It is the folk traditions of the state’s German population that dominate Pennsylvania’s witchcraft traditions.


Chapter 2

Powwow and Hex

The Pennsylvania German Tradition

The most extensive and well-documented system of folk magic and healing in Pennsylvania is that belonging to the Pennsylvania German (or Dutch, as they are often called) immigrants and their descendants. It is also the system most associated with witchcraft as a result. Multitudes of German immigrants made the journey to Penn’s Colony to take advantage of the economic opportunity and religious freedom that they could not find in Europe. At first they settled in large ethnic communities such as Germantown, but soon spread across the growing colony/state to take advantage of the fertile farmland and resources. The German settlement was particularly dense in the counties in the southeastern corner of the state around Philadelphia. The area eventually became known as Pennsylvania Dutch Country to legions of twentieth-century tourists. Though they became Americanized in many ways, the Germans held strongly to elements of their culture and blended New and Old World customs to form a distinct identity. Even their language became a unique Pennsylvania German dialect.

Though there were a great variety of religious denominations among these settlers, there was a common tradition of folk magic that was practiced across denominational lines, with the exception of the “Plain Dutch,” such as the Amish, who rejected the practice. For large numbers of these Germans, the belief in folk magic was integrated with their Christian beliefs, as occult ideas were generally more acceptable in Germany than in England. At one end of the magical spectrum was the practice of Brauche or Braucherei, more commonly known as powwowing (not to be confused with the Native American ceremonial practice of the same name.) Powwowers performed magical-religious folk healing and drew healing power from God. Braucherei is usually translated as “trying,” or sometimes “using.” At the other end of the spectrum was Hexerei or witchcraft. Practitioners of this form of black magic drew their power from the Devil or other ungodly sources. Since the perceived supernatural battle between good and evil was not going to be played out in Pennsylvania courts, the bewitched had to turn elsewhere for assistance. Powwowers and hex doctors filled the void for believers, and the culture of folk magic continued to flourish.

POWWOWERS, HEX DOCTORS AND WITCHES

Powwowers, and their equivalents in other ethnic groups and cultures, played an important role in the years before scientific medicine came into maturity. They offered relief from ailments and, more importantly, a degree of hope. The use of folk magic could provide a sense of control in a world that is often beyond control. Even after the professionalization of medicine, powwowers provided an explanation and a way to push back against misunderstood and unknown forces in the world. David Kriebel, in his masterful study Powwowing Among the Pennsylvania Dutch, succinctly identified the functions and services provided by powwowers. Generally, powwowers provided cures and relief from symptoms of illness, protection from evil and the removal of hexes and curses. They also located lost objects, animals and people; foretold the future; bound animals and people (such as rabid dogs and thieves); and provided good luck charms. To carry out these functions, powwowers used charms, amulets, incantations, prayers and ritualized objects. It was generally believed that anyone could powwow, but members of certain families were especially adept. These families passed the traditions down from generation to generation. Transmission of the practice usually alternated between sexes, unless there was not an heir of the opposite sex.

The opposite of the powwower was the witch, who utilized dark magic that was beyond the normal use of a folk healer. The witch harassed neighbors and committed criminal acts with supernatural power that was not of God. Sometimes these witches were called hex doctors. The term “hex doctor” can be confusing, however, because it can imply multiple things. Sometimes the term was applied to powwowers who were also knowledgeable in the ways of Hexerei and were skilled at battling witches and removing curses. These hex doctors fell into a gray area between witch and powwower. Sometimes they would cast hexes for a price or out of revenge. It was not uncommon for someone to seek out one hex doctor to remove the curse of another. For many Pennsylvania Germans, and certainly for outsiders, the lines between powwower and witch were not as sharply drawn into our convenient categories. There are many who would label any use of folk magic as witchcraft, no matter the intention.

Since no one ever readily identified herself (or himself) as a witch, it is not always clear how one would learn the art of Hexerei. It was generally assumed, that even if the witch was not making a direct pact with the Devil, the witch was drawing her power from diabolical forces as a teufelsdeiner, or devil’s servant. Richard Shaner identified several methods by which one could become a witch in the Pennsylvania German tradition. One particularly cruel method required the person wishing to become a witch to boil a black cat or a toad alive. The would-be witch would have to gather the unfortunate animal’s bones and toss them into a stream or creek. One bone would supposedly float against the current. The bone would then serve as the witch’s source of power. Another method involved the person drawing a circle on the ground made out of coal. She would then step into the circle while holding out her hand. The Devil would supposedly appear, taking her hand and marking it. From that point on, the person would have the power of a witch. A third possible way required the person to stand on a manure pile while swinging a hook around in the air. The person had to deny Christ and promise herself to the devil, and she would then be able to access the dark powers. There was also a book of spells and incantations that was usually associated with Hexerei, and that was The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses. The book had a sinister reputation, which will be discussed shortly, and was rumored to be in the library of every witch and powerful hex doctor.

Witches could target their victims in many ways. Since Hexerei emerged in an agricultural society, many of a witch’s attacks were directed at farm animals and crops. Witches were often blamed for cows not producing milk, the mysterious death of a seemingly healthy animal, sickness among herds and failure of crops. If a large hairball was found in the stomach of a dead animal, it was often labeled a “witch ball,” and it might be attributed as the malevolent work of a local witch. When witches went after other people, they used a variety of torments. They were commonly suspected of causing illnesses, especially lingering conditions that caused a person to weaken and waste away over time. A witch could also assault his or her victim directly with invisible attacks. This dark magic could cause seizures and fits, the sensation of being stabbed or poked with pins and the feeling of being choked or strangled. Witches were also believed to be able to cause a long run of bad luck for any individual on whom they turned their contempt. The witch could even appear in the form of an animal, such as a black cat or bat, to move about undetected and continue to harass his or her victim. Even though the previously mentioned attacks were the most common, almost any type of misfortune could be blamed on the curse of a witch.
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A page from The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses depicting some of the reproduced seals and woodcuts that filled the volume. The book had a sinister reputation for those who believed in the power of folk magic and witchcraft because it contained instructions on how to conjure spirits. Author’s collection.

THE PERFORMANCE OF PENNSYLVANIA GERMAN FOLK MAGIC

Powwowers, hex doctors and witches all used similar techniques and components in the process of healing or conjuring. Of course there were verbal components, including prayers, incantations and spoken charms. Most of these verbal elements were repeated three times. Powwowers frequently invoke God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit and sometimes other religious figures, depending on their denomination. Since they generally viewed their abilities as a gift from God and evil as the source of illness, this is not surprising. Witches, however, clearly would not reference God, though they usually would not reference the Devil either. The words, whether spoken loudly or softly, were frequently accompanied by hand gestures. Sometimes the powwowers would lay their hands on their patient; other times they would sweep their hands through the air over parts of their body. An example of a spoken charm is one of the many used to stop bleeding. The powwower breathes on the patient’s wound three times and says the Lord’s Prayer three times, stopping at the word Earth. After the third time, the bleeding will cease.

In addition to spoken words, the written word could serve to convey the power of magic. Written amulets and charms were common, and many Pennsylvania Germans carried them on their person. Amulets usually included a written version of a protective charm and perhaps verses from the Bible. The paper on which these amulets were written was often folded over into triangles and other shapes. If not carried personally, such amulets might be hung or posted in a house or barn. For example, the following charm against witchcraft and evil could be placed on the headboard of a bed or on the door of a stable or barn:

Trotter head, I forbid thee my house and premises; I forbid thee my horse and cow stable; I forbid thee my bedsted, that thou mayest not breathe upon me; breathe into some other house, until thou hast ascended every hill, until thou hast counted every fencepost, and until thou hast crossed every water. And thus dear day may come again into my house, in the name of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen.

The term “Trotter head,” or Trottenkopf, is a variation of a word from the south of Germany that refers to malevolent spirits. Some versions of such a charm would include the property owner’s name as well. Amulets could be made with material other than paper if necessary. To extinguish a fire without water, one needed to inscribe each side of a plate with a SATOR square as seen below:


S A T O R

A R E P O

T E N E T

O P E R A

R O T A S



The plate had to be thrown into the fire, and it would extinguish itself. Amulets like these were made for a variety of purposes to protect against both physical and supernatural harm. A SATOR square could also be written on a piece of paper and fed to a cow with its food to prevent it from being bewitched. (A SATOR square is a Latin palindrome thought to have mystical protective properties.)

Another key component of powwowing and hex is the use of ritualized objects. These objects seemed to be normal items, but they often acquired a special purpose. Sometimes one of these objects will serve as a surrogate for the afflicted or for the disease itself. Much of the German folk magic relies on the principles of contagion and transference. Basically the idea is that the evil or disease is contagious and can be transferred away from the afflicted person and into an object. The object can then be disposed of in some prescribed manner to prevent the further spread of the contagion. A classic example of this is the use of a potato to remove a wart. One would simply rub the potato on the wart, perhaps repeat an incantation and bury it in the ground. The wart would go away, and the evil that caused it was imprisoned in the earth. Traditionally, this type of magic where an object takes on the characteristics of a person or illness has been known as sympathetic magic, though the term has fallen out of favor in recent years. Ritual objects and transference were often used to combat witchcraft, though they could be employed by witches as well. When a witch stole the milk of one of his or neighbor’s cows, he did not have to be near the animal. Instead, he could hang a towel over the back of a kitchen chair, place a bucket underneath and “milk” the towel by pulling on the corners. The cow’s milk would flow out of the towel and fill the bucket because the towel served as a ritual replacement for the animal itself. At the neighbor’s farm, the residents would awake to find that their cow was “dry.” In the next chapter, we will examine cases of witchcraft from around the state and see several cases where ritual objects were used to reverse the spells of witches.

GRIMOIRES AND MAGICAL BOOKS

Many powwowers and hex doctors relied on collections of charms, recipes and incantations that had been passed down through their families. These “recipe” books contained the collective knowledge that had been accumulated by a specific line of powwowers. By the mid-1800s, however, several published volumes entered common usage. These folk healers and folk magicians had always invoked and used the Bible in their magic, but they increasingly supplemented their knowledge with sources published by other powwowers. The most famous and widely read of these sources was compiled by a powwower named John George Hohman in 1819.

John George Hohman came to the United States through the port of Philadelphia from Hanover in 1802. He and his wife worked off their passage as indentured servants and eventually settled on a farm in Berks County. Unlike many of the other early powwowers, Hohman was a Roman Catholic and not a member of a Protestant denomination. As a side business, Hohman published broadsides and books about the occult and medicine targeted at Pennsylvania’s German population. In time, he published the most widely known and read grimoire, or book of magic, in America.

Hohman’s best compilation of spells, charms, prayers, remedies and medicine was completed in July 1819 and officially published in Reading in 1820. Der lang verborgene Freund, or The Long Lost Friend was the first lengthy assemblage of powwow practices to achieve wide circulation. The book has been in print in either German or English continuously since its original publication, sometimes under the expanded title Pow Wows, or the Long Lost Friend. In his introduction, Hohman claimed that both he and his wife were initially against publishing the volume, but he could not bring himself to withhold the cures from his fellow men who were suffering. It was, or was at least portrayed as, giving away the “trade secrets.”
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The title page of the 1837 German edition of the classic powwow book, The Long Lost Friend by John George Hohman. The slim volume of charms, prayers and recipes has never gone out of print since its first publication in 1820. Courtesy of the Mennonite Heritage Center.

Aside from its broad collection of charms and recipes, the book became a talisman itself. In what was perhaps also a clever marketing ploy, those who carried the book were supposed to be protected from harm. In the front of each edition was an inscription that read: “Whoever carries this book with him, is safe from all enemies, visible and invisible; and whoever has this book with him cannot die without the holy corpse of Jesus Christ, nor drown in any water, nor burn up in any fire, nor can any unjust sentence be passed upon him. So help me. + + +”

The bulk of the book consisted of remedies and charms to cure common illnesses, fevers, burns, toothaches, epilepsy and other ailments. It also contained recommended recipes for beer and molasses and even had a charm for catching fish. A large portion of the charms in the book were meant to provide protection from physical harm, weapons, fire, witches and thieves. It provided instructions on how to bind thieves and animals to a specific location, heal livestock and cattle and even cure rabid animals. The Long Lost Friend quickly became the primary source of reference for outsiders attempting to understand the practice of powwow, and it found a place on almost every powwower’s and hex doctor’s shelf.

When it came to witchcraft, a far more dangerous volume was The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses. Drawn from the tradition of European grimoires and ceremonial magic, The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses are purported to have been authored by Moses himself and allegedly contain secret knowledge that was not passed on in the canonical books of the Bible. Described as two separate books, they are almost always published together in one volume. Though it draws on earlier traditions of European magic, the first printed edition only came to market in 1849 in Pennsylvania. The book had an evil reputation among the German population and those who were familiar with its lore. It was associated with hexing because the text provided instructions on how to conjure and control spirits and demons. Also included were other spells and incantations that provided benefits to the user. Supposedly a record of Moses’s secret incantations, the book includes spells that will duplicate some of the Biblical plagues of Egypt, turn a staff into a serpent and other miraculous happenings. Included with the secret knowledge, most versions contain instructions on conjuring added by Dr. Faust, an essay on the magic of the Israelites and various explanations of cabalistic magic. Much of the volume is made up of reproduced seals that were allegedly copied directly from old woodcuts. Some copies have been printed, at least partially, with red ink. Some hand-copied additions were also rumored to be written in red ink or even blood. Writing on both the seals and in the text appears in several languages, including Hebrew, Greek, English or German (depending on the publisher) and possibly some Egyptian Demotic, as identified by David Kriebel.
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The English language version of The Long Lost Friend from 1856. Courtesy of the Mennonite Heritage Center.
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Interior pages of the 1856 printing of The Long Lost Friend that provide instructions on creating charms and curing disease. Courtesy of the Mennonite Heritage Center.
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This metal plate was discovered by Frank Bittner in 1948 at a construction site near Keyser’s Ridge in northern Maryland, close to the Pennsylvania border. It was located ten feet below the surface. The arcane writing on the plate is copied directly from a seal in The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, and it was intended to be buried ten feet underground. One who followed the instructions and buried the plate on his property would have his land yield “the treasures of the earth.” Courtesy of Elizabeth Ringler.

Though hex doctors frequently acquired the volume to enhance their reputations, merely owning the volume was believed to have some dangers. Some believed that physically possessing the book would lead one to commit oneself to the Devil. More commonly, it was believed that the real danger came when one began to read the volume. Anyone who began to explore its secrets was in danger of being “read fast.” That meant that the reader would become obsessed with the book and continue to read it constantly, neglecting everything else in his life. It could also mean that the reader would become so obsessed with the evil power that the book provided that it would dominate his life. If one found himself read fast, the only way to escape the torment was to read the entire book in reverse, starting at the end and working toward the beginning. Doing this, or having a powwower read it to the victim in the same manner, would allow the person to be “read out” of its power.
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This paper copy of the metal plate discovered by Frank Bittner shows the writing more clearly. Grimoires of the hex doctors contained directions for creating talismans such as this. Courtesy of Elizabeth Ringler.

Another grimoire sometimes used by both powwowers and hex doctors was the Egyptian Secrets of Albertus Magnus. Similar to The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, the Egyptian Secrets were a compilation of earlier European magical texts attributed to the authorship of Albertus Magnus. The volume contained spells and incantations that could be used for good as well as information on conjuring and black magic. The dual nature of the work makes it difficult to classify, and it was not as popular as the two previously mentioned volumes, even though it existed long before the others had entered print. It also never acquired quite the sinister reputation of The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses.

HEX SIGNS

The meaning of the colorful and circular Pennsylvania German barn decorations, popularly known as hex signs, has long been a source of controversy. The signs, which became popular in the twentieth century, seem to have emerged from an earlier tradition of painting decorative stars on barns and other wooden artifacts. Popular opinion holds that the stars and the hex signs, which often contain other symbols, are a form of supernatural talisman or charm to protect the structure that they are on. The consensus among many academics is that they were purely decorative, and any supernatural purpose has recently been ascribed to them. A detailed discussion of this debate is beyond the scope of this book and has been covered extensively in other publications, but it may simply be that the symbols were ascribed supernatural significance by some people and not by others. They are still popular today and have spread well beyond their place of origin in Pennsylvania Dutch Country.
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Hex, No!, written by folklorist Alfred Shoemaker in 1953, was the first published challenge to the idea that the popular Pennsylvania Dutch hex signs were authentic mystical symbols. Author’s collection.

Regardless of the true nature of the symbols, believers in witchcraft had other methods to protect their barns and the animals inside. One way to stop a witch from entering was to draw or carve a five-pointed star in the doorframe where it could not be seen. Such stars were called hexafoos or the witch’s foot. Various other charms, like the one mentioned previously, could be written on paper and hung or hidden in the barn for the same purpose. Another method of keeping a witch out required the mixing of cow and hog blood. The mixture had to be spread above every doorframe, and a witch would be unable to pass through to harm the animals inside. Other equally gory options included nailing a toad’s foot above the door or the foot of a goose within a hexafoo.


Chapter 3

Accounts of Witchcraft from Around the State

1780–1920

Now that we are familiar with some of the mechanics of Pennsylvania German folk magic, we can examine some specific accounts of its practice. A surprisingly large number of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century witch stories have survived in Pennsylvania. These accounts come from a variety of sources, but many common themes are present throughout the tales. Most fit or at least appear to fit within the Pennsylvania German tradition of folk magic. Some of the accounts were gathered by folklorists and historians in the early and mid-twentieth century. Those professionals provided more details and explored their subjects with greater depth. Others appeared in county histories from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and in local newspapers. County histories tended to use the accounts of witchcraft to demonstrate the backward thinking of our ancestors and the progress that was being made in the local community and society as a whole. Newspaper accounts tended to be critical of any who believed in the supernatural power of witches, yet publishers did not hesitate to print the stories and any lurid details to sell papers. They were especially fond of stories that demonstrated the gullibility of witchcraft believers and portrayed the practitioners of folk magic as charlatans. Hostility toward believers in folk magic became increasingly apparent in the press from the 1890s onward, as did stereotypes of the “superstitious Dutch.” The sampling of witchcraft accounts and legends included in this chapter demonstrates just how pervasive the belief system was in spite of the continued intellectual assault on its practitioners. This collection is by no means comprehensive, as there are literally hundreds of reports and stories that have survived in some form.

A “WITCH TRIAL” IN ALLEGHENY COUNTY

An unofficial witch trial was held at the western end of the state in Allegheny County at the beginning of the nineteenth century, just upriver from the city of Pittsburgh. Our only account of this “trial” was passed along by the judge at the center of the incident, B.F. Brewster. The judge had settled and built his home in Harmar Township in 1798 after purchasing Twelve Mile Island in the Allegheny River. He probably expected to have peace and quiet on his lonely island and almost certainly did not expect to conduct the pseudo-trial of an accused witch.

The tranquility of his home and estate were shattered one day in 1802 when an angry mob of local citizens dragged a frightened woman to the judge’s doorstep. When the bewildered judge came to the door to address the crowd, they emphatically demanded that he try the unnamed woman for practicing witchcraft. Seeing that the mob was serious, and perhaps having a little too much faith in his fellow citizens’ ability to reason, Brewster agreed to have a sham trial. The judge naturally assumed that the crowd would be unable to produce any real evidence that the woman was a practicing witch, so he would be able to find her not guilty and diffuse the issue. He began the “trial” immediately onsite.
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Twelve Mile Island in Allegheny County was the scene of an impromptu witch trial in 1802. The island is depicted here on a map from 1872. Courtesy of the Library and Archives Division, Senator John Heinz Pittsburgh Regional History Center.

Brewster was rapidly disappointed when many members of the crowd came forward with accounts of bewitchment that they believed constituted legitimate evidence. Those accounts were not recorded, but it is clear that the judge placed no merit in them. At some point during the testimony, members of the mob began to demand that the witch be executed. Realizing that events were taking a potentially dangerous turn, Brewster told the crowd that he needed a little time to consult his legal books before he could render a final decision. Reluctantly, the mob agreed to wait. The accused witch was taken inside and held in custody in the judge’s home while he pretended to conduct his research.

Once Brewster and the woman were away from the crowd, he quickly arranged for her to secretly escape his house and sneak away. The judge’s account does not explain the details of the escape. After stalling long enough for the woman to get clear of the mob, Brewster reemerged from his home to announce that the woman had gone. Since she was no longer present, he could not render a verdict. Members of the crowd became enraged, and some even threatened the judge’s safety and his home. However, Brewster would not relent, and the mob eventually dispersed and returned to their homes.

CLINTON COUNTY’S WITCHES

Dr. Homer Rosenberger, former president of the Pennsylvania German Society, gathered several accounts of witches and their supernatural activities when he lived in Clinton County during the 1930s. Luckily, he published several of these reports originally in The Clinton County Weekly and later in Keystone Folklore Quarterly. His writings show that many of the residents of Clinton County held a strong belief in the supernatural.

The region around Farrandsville was apparently home to two practitioners of magic in the 1880s. One of these was a woman named Sal Kervine. In her eighties by that time, she lived alone outside of town in a log cabin located along a logging road. Many people in Farrandsville believed that the strange old woman practiced witchcraft, and they feared offending her because they did not want to be on the receiving end of her magic. Kervine would often turn her anger against the teamsters that pulled the logs down the road near her home. A clean and accessible spring was located very close to her house, and sometimes the teamsters would stop to draw water for themselves and their horses. Kervine felt that the spring was hers alone, and she warned them not to stop there. After the men refused to listen to the old woman, she allegedly bewitched their wagons. When they would stop for water, the men could not get their wagons to move again. No matter how much their horses pulled, it seemed as if an invisible force held the wagons in place. The teamsters would be delayed for long periods of time before they could get moving again, making them late for their deliveries. The strange occurrence happened so many times that the teamsters avoided Kervine’s spring and moved past her house as quickly as possible.

A teamster named Tom Stewart, who delivered three loads of logs every day, regularly passed Kervine’s home and used the spring. One day when he stopped, he got into an argument with Kervine over some trivial matter. After that, the old woman glared at him every time he went by. About two months later, Stewart decided to stop at the spring for a drink after his second trip down the road. He was running about half of an hour late already, but it was such a hot day that he and his horses needed a drink. After quenching his thirst, Stewart boarded the wagon and signaled his horses to start moving. The animals began to pull, but the wagon would not budge. Stewart then whipped the horses lightly, and the whole team pulled as hard as they could. Still, the wagon would not move. The teamster then realized what was happening. His wagon was being held in place by the witch’s spell. He grabbed his axe, jumped off the wagon, and in one swing broke one of the spokes on the first wheel. Quickly he climbed back on board and ordered the horses forward. This time they pulled the wagon as they always had, and Stewart was on his way.

Curiosity got the better of Stewart, so the next day he looked for Kervine as he passed her home. Not seeing her outside, he decided to peek into her house. What he saw confirmed his belief about the incident the previous day: Kervine’s arm was broken. Tom Stewart was never again bothered by the witch.

About five miles away from Sal Kervine lived a hex doctor named John Applegate. In his sixties, Applegate was a farmer and lumberman and was known locally for his magical skills. Unlike Kervine, most people seemed to get along with Applegate, though they feared and respected his abilities. Rosenberger recorded one story of Applegate using folk magic in a helpful manner.

Over the course of one summer, Applegate and two of his neighbors, farmers named Brown and Wells, let their twenty-four cattle wander out into open pasture to feed. This was a common practice since good pastures were hard to come by in the mountains. Though it took some work to round up the animals in the late summer, rarely did the farmers ever lose one. That particular summer, however, the three farmers had a problem. When it came time to bring in the cattle, not a single one could be found. For three days and nights, the trio of farmers searched, and they could find no signs or recent tracks of the animals. Never did they even hear the distant sound of a cowbell. At the end of the third day, they were exhausted, and Applegate insisted that the other two men stay at his house for the night. Brown decided to go home, but Wells reluctantly stayed at the hex doctor’s home. Applegate promised him that he would make sure that the cattle were home by morning. Applegate provided Wells with dinner and showed him to a guest room for the night.
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Numerous tales of witches, hex doctors and powwowers were recorded in Clinton County in central Pennsylvania. This map shows the county in 1890. Author’s collection.

Wells awoke very early the next morning just as the sun was rising. The farmer was casually looking out the window when he noticed that Applegate had walked out of the house with a large Bible and a pair of scissors. Applegate stood at the corner of the house and seemed to read a chapter from the Bible. He then opened up the scissors so that they formed an “X” shape, placed them on the open page and then closed the book. Wells reported that Applegate proceeded to place the Bible on a log and then pace around the yard, scanning the horizon. About fifteen minutes later, Applegate froze in place and became tense, as if something was about to happen. Just then Wells began to hear the sound of cowbells in the distance. They became louder and louder until the cattle—all twenty-four of them—came charging into the clearing. Though Wells was glad to have his animals back, he believed that Applegate had actually summoned an evil spirit to drive the cattle home. He vowed never to sleep at Applegate’s house again.

Another Clinton County witch tale emerged from the small logging community of Pine Station. Like many of the other alleged witches, Susan Gahagan lived alone in a small house. Though most of the town’s residents believed her to be respectable, a few believed that she was skilled in the dark arts. One family in particular, the Bensons, felt that they were the victims of her hexes.

Gahagan had a habit that her neighbors found bothersome and annoying. She borrowed things almost daily from the people that lived around her. Coffee, flour, sugar, utensils—anything that she needed she tried to acquire from her neighbors. Those who believed in her supernatural abilities always gave the woman what she asked for because they did not wish to invoke her wrath. The Bensons could not always afford to be so generous, and during one summer in the late 1860s, Mrs. Benson turned her away almost every time that she came around.

Near the end of that summer, strange things began to happen to a horse belonging to eighteen-year-old Sarah Benson. Though Sarah’s horse was securely tied in a stall, each morning for about a week she would find the horse “all sweated up” as if it were recently ridden hard. Not only did the horse appear to have had some nocturnal exercise, but its tail was also braided. Sarah made sure the tail was not braided when she went to bed, but in the morning the braid was present again. A family friend known as Grandmother Stang recognized the work of a witch. In fact, such occurrences were commonly reported as signs of witchcraft in the state. Witches were thought to torment the poor animals by riding them all night. Stang had been raised in York County and was familiar with the traditions of powwow and hex. She identified Gahagan as the source of the problem, claiming that the woman had cursed Sarah. No remedy was prescribed however, and the curse seemed to fade by the end of the summer.

By the early 1870s, Sarah had married Sam Hogan and was running a successful hotel in Pine Station. The couple had a daughter named Betsy. Grandmother Stang had come to live at the hotel by that point and was raising her two grandchildren, Henry and Kittie, at the establishment. The three children were friends and played together frequently. Around the time that Betsy was nine years old, the children experienced something strange at the hotel. One day when the three children were in the kitchen with Sarah, they heard a loud noise from the basement. The youngsters ran down to investigate only to find that a cask holding nearly seventy pounds of lard had been knocked over. Nothing else in the room was disturbed, and no one was in the basement. The cask had been kept on a solid table, and neither the children nor Sarah could figure out how it was toppled. When the commotion over the incident reached the ears of Grandmother Stang, the old woman went to examine the scene herself. When she was finished looking around, she announced that the strange happening was the result of another curse leveled by the witch Susan Gahagan. Stang then suggested that Sarah stick a red-hot iron through the cask to break the curse and burn Gahagan’s arm in the process. The witch’s powers would be lost until Sarah decided to lend her something when she came around begging.

Sarah did as suggested, and sure enough, Gahagan knocked on the door the next day asking for sugar. The witch’s arm was wrapped in bandages. Sarah remembered what Grandmother Stang had told her and refused to lend any sugar. Gahagan continued to beg and asked for some coffee. Sarah again refused, and Gahagan went away empty-handed. For days after, Gahagan returned, asking for the same things and looking more pathetic each time. Eventually Sarah felt pity for her and lent her some flour. The woman went away, and there were no incidents for the next six months.

Eventually, young Betsy became ill. She seemed to be wasting away and, after months of treatment, showed no signs of improvement. Grandmother Stang once again identified Susan Gahagan as the source of the ailment, suggesting that she was out for revenge again. Sarah trusted Stang’s judgment and prepared to do whatever was prescribed to break the spell. Susan, the witch, was known to drink tea every day around noon, the same time that tea was regularly given to Betsy. Stang ordered Sarah to take the tea meant for Betsy, seal it in a bottle and place the bottle in the linen chest. The keyhole on the chest was also plugged, cutting off the only potential opening. The ritual was meant to leave the witch powerless. It turned out to have additional effects.

The following afternoon Susan Gahagan came to the door and confessed to being a witch and to placing the spell on Betsy. She was in severe pain because she was unable to empty from her stomach the tea that she had consumed over the course of the previous day. Doubled over, she begged Sarah to unplug the keyhole on the linen chest, promising over and over again that she would not curse anyone again. Eventually Sarah had pity on the old woman and cleared the keyhole. As soon as she did this, the witch reportedly vomited almost three pints worth of tea. Gahagan never used her magic against Sarah’s family again. Betsy recovered from her ailment quickly after the incident and remained healthy.

The final witch story the Rosenberger collected is lacking in specific details and occurred in the Sugar Valley area. In his retelling, Rosenberger assigned fictitious names to the characters because all but one had been forgotten over time. Even the exact location could not be narrowed any further than a mill in Sugar Valley. Though I will not use Rosenberger’s false names, I also will not attempt to guess and identify the characters in the story since it is extremely unlikely that their identities could be confirmed.

The story begins with a gristmill in Sugar Valley in 1872. The mill had the reputation of being haunted, and as a result, the mill owner had difficulty keeping an employee to perform the lonely work on the night shift. After a few nights at the mill, every worker he hired had some type of supernatural experience and refused to come back. There was a shrewd and perceptive forty-year-old man who lived in the community who had heard the stories of the mill and was interested to see what was really going on. The man happened to be between jobs, so he approached the mill owner about the position. The mill owner hesitantly hired the man, hoping that he would stick around longer than his previous employees.

That night, the curious man began his work in the mill. He worked hard without taking breaks but kept a close eye on his surroundings for anything unusual. During that first night, only one strange thing happened. A black cat seemed to appear out of nowhere, walked through the mill and then vanished. On his second night of work, the man went about adjusting the mill stones, setting the hoppers, and a variety of other tasks. After a few hours, he decided to take a short break and went in to the small office on the first floor. Once inside, he reclined on the couch and shut his eyes, pretending to sleep. Before lying down he had placed a small hatchet next to him on the couch where it could not be easily seen. Suspecting that he might have another supernatural encounter, he patiently waited. After only a few minutes, he heard the barely audible sound of the black cat’s feet on the wooden floor. The mysterious animal entered the office and approached the couch. In a surreal motion, the cat stood up on its hind legs and appeared to grow in size. It raised its left paw above the man’s face preparing to strike when the man sprung up with his hatchet and hacked three toes off the cat’s left paw. The cat vanished immediately and did not reappear that night.

When his shift was over in the morning, the man walked directly to the mill owner’s house. About halfway there, he encountered the owner heading toward the mill. The man told him that he wanted to speak to his wife. The mill owner told him that he could not because she was sick. The man continued toward the mill owner’s house anyway. When he arrived, the owner’s daughter also tried to turn him away, but he refused to be deterred. Walking right past the daughter, the man entered the wife’s bedroom. When his eyes fell upon her he immediately noticed that her left hand and fingers were bandaged. He accused the wife of being a witch and the source of the problems at the mill. The wife begged him not to tell anyone, not even her husband. From that point on, nothing strange happened in the mill again.

HEXENKOPF AND WITCHES IN NORTHAMPTON COUNTY

In Pennsylvania German folk culture, certain locations and geographical features were believed to have been more supernaturally active than others. Back in Germany, specific mountains, such as Brocken Mountain, were thought to be the meeting places of witches and the home of supernatural evil. When the Germans settled in America, they brought with them their traditions of such cursed places. Maps of Pennsylvania Dutch Country reveal a landscape dotted with unusual names, some with magical connotations. The most well known and well documented of these places is located in Williams Township in Northampton County. Hexenkopf Rock, at the top of Hexenkopf Hill, is located south of Easton and has been a center of legend and mystery for over two centuries.

The name Hexenkopf translates from German as “the witch’s head.” Since the late 1700s, stories of witches, ghosts and supernatural occurrences have proliferated around the hill. One popular legend involved the Indians who once lived around the site. It was said that they would use magic to drive the evil spirits out of their sick and the possessed and imprison them in Hexenkopf Rock or the hill itself. Powwowers and hex doctors were also alleged to have performed similar rituals of transference at the same location. Due to the large number of spirits imprisoned in the rock, the hill reportedly gave off an eerie glow at night. Another common legend about Hexenkopf was that it was the meeting place of a coven (or group) of witches, especially on Walpurgis Night (April 30). If you saw the hill glowing under a full moon, you knew that the witches had assembled there for their dark ceremonies. The witches sang, danced and participated in the witches’ sabbath, sometimes with the Devil himself. In fact, Hexenkopf Rock vaguely resembles a stereotypical witch’s face when viewed in profile. In more recent years, the hill was allegedly the gathering place of a satanic cult. These stories and other dark tales about the hill have led to the use of another nickname for Hexenkopf: Misery Mountain. But is there any truth behind the numerous legends surrounding the rock?
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German traditions of witches’ mountains traveled to Pennsylvania with the German immigrants. Hexentanzplatz, or the “witches’ dance floor,” was a plateau in the Harz Mountains in Germany. Witches were said to gather there on Walpurgis Night and dance in circles, as depicted in this postcard from the 1920s. Similar stories were told of Hexenkopf Hill in Northampton County and Witches’ Hill in Berks County. Author’s collection.

Luckily, historian Ned D. Heindel produced a thorough and detailed history of this unique site entitled Hexenkopf: History, Healing, and Hexerei. The interesting volume not only relates the historical truths about Hexenkopf but examines its legends as well. Heindel found no definitive evidence that the hill was used by American Indians for magical purposes, though it is believed they may have inhabited it in the past. He did discover that the name of the hill and its reputation for magic and witchcraft did not appear in the historical record before the arrival of Johann Peter Seiler (later Americanized to Saylor.) Saylor moved to the land around Hexenkopf (what is today Saylor’s Lane in Raubsville) by the 1770s.

Saylor had originally emigrated from Germany in 1738 and settled in New Jersey before coming to Pennsylvania. He quickly established a reputation for himself as a healer by employing the methods of the powwowers. One legend insists that it was Saylor’s work that led to the use of the term powwow as applied to braucherei. After successfully treating several Indians, the natives began to use the term when describing their interaction with him. It apparently caught on and came to be used to describe the work of all the folk healers of German descent. Though the story cannot be confirmed, Heindel asserts that Saylor was definitely one of the first brauchers to be described with the term. In addition to having a successful career, Saylor established a long line of powwowers who inhabited the area near Hexenkopf well into the twentieth century. It is perhaps the most well documented line of powwowers in the state, and their continuous association with the hill would cement its reputation in local lore.

Before his death, Johann trained his youngest son, Peter, in the art of powwow and hex. It was Peter who would take over his father’s medical practice in Williams Township. Born in 1770, Peter lived ninety-one years and became the most well-known powwower of the line. It was Peter who was known to practice the art of “transference,” which is the act of “draining out” the disease or curse from a living person and transferring it into an inanimate object. Hexenkopf was not far from Peter’s home, and he was known to frequently transfer his patients’ illnesses into the rock. Peter, like other powwowers, believed that disease was caused by an evil of some sort, so imprisoning in Hexenkopf prevented it from causing further harm. It is most likely that Peter’s use of Hexenkopf for this purpose was the inspiration for many of the legends that grew up around the hill.

Over Peter’s long career, numerous anecdotes about his use of magic were passed around in the community. The stories range from his allegedly winning a shooting contest by using a charm to trapping a thief within a magic circle. Though he was respected for his abilities, Peter was never considered to be a witch. In the traditional fashion, Peter trained his son, Peter Jr., and possibly his nephew Jacob, to be powwowers. Peter Jr. continued to practice until his death in 1868. Peter Jr. did not have a direct heir, so his knowledge was passed on to another relative in Williams Township named John Henry Wilhelm. At one point, Wilhelm was accused not of witchcraft but of practicing medicine without a license. He apparently received enough support in the township that the accusation had little impact on his practice. After John died in 1886, his son Eugene became the next powwower. He added new elements to the traditions that he inherited, including an increased use of herbal remedies and traditional medications and “magnetic treatments.” When Eugene died suddenly in 1905, his son Arthur followed in his footsteps and adapted to the increased pressure for professionalization that had developed by that time. Arthur went to school for and received a traditional medical doctorate but also continued to practice powwow and use homeopathic remedies. His success and reputation in Raubsville attracted clients from other counties in the state. Arthur’s death in 1950 brought an end to the long line of brauchers that had inadvertently helped to create the legend of Hexenkopf.
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Hexenkopf Hill and Hexenkopf Rock are shown on this topographical map from the 1940s. Courtesy of the U.S. Geological Survey.

In addition to tracing the line of powwowers associated with Hexenkopf, Heindel also collected many of the less verifiable legends of witchcraft and the supernatural that are associated with the hill. Tales of bewitched firearms, strange deaths, curses, disappearing farmers and ghosts fill his pages. One of the most interesting was related by a lawyer who had a rather unique case shortly after World War I. He was approached by a man who wanted to divorce his wife because he knew she was a witch. He had allegedly seen the evidence firsthand. The man claimed that his wife got up in the middle of the night on Walpurgis Night, rubbed her face with a homemade ointment that she retrieved from her dresser drawer, mounted a broomstick and flew off after saying some words in German. The man, who had been pretending to be asleep, immediately got up and performed the same ritual. His broom carried him through the air to Hexenkopf, where he found his wife participating in some type of ceremony. She was not surprised that he followed her and directed him to a table surrounded by small demonic figures with long tails. They gave him a steaming drink, and the next thing that he remembered was waking up in his neighbor’s pigpen. Even though the man seemed to believe that he had a solid case, the lawyer convinced him to resolve the matter out of court. The man’s story bears a strong resemblance to the accounts of witchcraft common in Europe centuries before. It is also exactly the type of legend that would be associated with a traditional witch’s mountain.

THE MANY WITCHES OF BERKS COUNTY

Berks County was home to one of the largest German populations in the state, and as a result, traditions of powwow and hex had a substantial presence there. The existence of folk magic was well established in the county by the time of the American Revolution. Anna Maria Jung, better known as Mountain Mary, of Pike Township, was probably the first well-known powwower in the state. Living as a hermit in the mountains, she practiced her healing art from the 1780s until her death in 1819. Though she was never known to practice witchcraft and had a good reputation, there were other signs of the belief in Hexerei dating back to the county’s early days.
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A depiction of Walpurgis Night on Brocken Mountain, the highest peak in the Harz Mountains, by Johann Heinrich Ramberg in 1829. Author’s collection.

In Windsor Township, there is a hill that has supernatural associations as clear as its name. Like Hexenkopf in Northampton, Witches’ Hill was rumored to be the meeting place of covens that assembled to perform their ceremonies with the Devil and his minions. Also called the witches’ dance hall, a bare spot at the top of Witches’ Hill was rumored to be the precise location where the witches gathered and danced in circles. Sometimes the witches were said to have left signs of their dancing in the form of what we would now call crop circles. Like at Hexenkopf, mysterious lights were seen at the top of the hill for decades by those living in the communities around it. Walpurgis Night was, of course, the most active such night of the year. The hill was supposedly so evil that animals were unwilling to cross over. Today one can follow the appropriately named Witchcraft Road onto the hill.

Throughout the 1800s, dozens of specific witchcraft incidents were recorded or reported in Berks. A few will be recounted here, starting with a tale from 1862. As reported in the Adams County Sentinel, an unnamed married woman who was forty years old had been suffering from a sore on one of her limbs for years. She lived on a farm with her husband near the Berks County and Lehigh County border. Her mother came to live with them and tried to convince her daughter that her illness was the result of being hexed. The couple did not believe her at first but were eventually convinced by her persistence. The older woman sent her daughter’s husband to find and purchase a copy of The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, hoping that it would contain a spell or charm to reveal the identity of the witch. When the book failed to be of assistance, the family turned to a local woman who was known as a powwower or hex doctor. (The article calls her a fortuneteller.) For a fee of $2.50, she promised to find the witch and remove the hex. She told all three of them to meet her in a nearby field, and each was to bring a $5.00 gold piece. All three pieces had to be minted in the same year. After the family arrived, the woman wrapped each of the gold pieces in a different colored rag and buried them near one another in the field after reciting some incantations. She said that they would have to return in twenty-four hours to learn the witch’s identity.
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This page from The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses explains how the grimoire can be used for both white and black magic. Author’s collection.

When they returned the next day, the woman announced the identity of the supernatural assailant. It was the couple’s next-door neighbor. To prove it, she instructed the couple to place a red cloth over their door. She said that the neighbor would be the first one to ask why it was there, thus confirming her identity as a witch. This was apparently enough proof for the couple, because that is exactly what they did. Before departing, the folk magician dug up the coins, but they were missing. She claimed that her spell was so strong that it dissolved the gold. (They were probably recovered the previous evening, of course.) A few hours later, the neighbor came by and asked about the red cloth. The husband and wife seized the neighbor and began to beat her, stopping only when she promised to remove the hex and heal the sore. The bewildered woman probably confessed just to stop the beating. Unfortunately, there is no further information as to what happened after the incident.

A Strausstown woman identified as Mrs. Raymond Reichard caused quite a bit of trouble in 1885 when she began to accuse her neighbors and several prominent citizens of bewitching her ten-year-old daughter. After claiming that the individuals were attempting to supernaturally murder their enemies, the woman was briefly arrested for slandering them. Reichard was so obsessed with supernatural dangers that she spent most of her family’s extra income on charms of protection provided by local hex doctors. Every month she placed new charms above the doorways and windows of her house. Mrs. Reichard also resorted to some gruesome magic of her own to stop the witches from using their powers on her. She burned snakes alive, scattering their ashes across the accused witches’ doorsteps. On other occasions, she would quarter and fry live toads and proceed to eat them while uttering her own curse on the witches. Reichard was also known to cut some hair from the head of someone believed to be a witch, burn it to ashes and then spread it on buttered bread. She then took the bread and fed it to the perceived witch’s dog. She believed that these practices, and others, would protect her from their hexes.

Mrs. Reichard claimed to have proof that witches were actively causing problems in Strausstown. She frequently cited an example involving a neighbor who was approached by a black cat. The cat began to rub itself against his leg while he was working in his yard and would not go away. Finally, the man grabbed his pitchfork and stabbed the cat in the back. The animal fled, but the next day he visited a local woman thought to be a witch. The witch had reportedly taken ill, and the man was curious to see what was wrong. When he arrived, he discovered that the reported witch had a fresh stab wound in her back. From that point on, she was unable to use her diabolical powers.

Just a few years later in 1889, a story surfaced in Reading of another witch. Papers reported that about twenty years earlier, a family with a new baby was living on Cedar Street, across from a woman reported to be a witch. For the first three months, the baby was extremely pleasant and rarely cried or fussed. One afternoon, the witch came over to see the baby. She picked it up, gave it a hug and a kiss and then muttered something that seemed to be in Hebrew before placing the baby back down in the crib. After the witch’s visit, the baby became irritable and broke out in spots. Whenever the witch looked out from her window across the street, the baby could not sleep. After taking the child to numerous doctors who provided little help, the family became firmly convinced that the baby had been hexed. The parents decided to hire their own hex doctor to combat the witch.

Prior to his visit, the hex doctor sent word to the family not to speak to him when he arrived. He came to their door and entered their house silently. After writing several words in Ethiopian on a piece of paper, he placed it in the Bible at a certain passage. He then placed the Bible under the child’s pillow and warned the parents not to give the witch anything that she asked for. If they did this, the baby would be fine. The next day, the witch came by and asked to borrow some tea. The couple turned her away as they had been instructed. Two nights later, a black cat showed up at the child’s bedroom window. The baby’s father saw the cat, assumed that it had been sent by the witch and hurled his boot at it. The cat was struck and fell from the window. Early the following morning, the baby’s father saw the old witch limping outside of her house. He asked what had happened, and she claimed only that she had fallen down the stairs the previous night. The father knew otherwise and was convinced that the woman was indeed a witch and had appeared in the form of a cat. After the incident, the family received no further trouble from the witch.

Around the same time, a man from Boyertown was allegedly being harassed by a witch that lived on Tenth Street in Reading. The witch was invisible to all but him, though family members could see the invisible tormentor open and close windows. It was usually late at night when the witch arrived, and he sat on the poor man’s chest and beat and pinched him mercilessly. The man could finally endure no more and traveled to Reading to find his own hex doctor to help fight the witch. The hex doctor that he consulted wrote a charm on a piece of paper, folded it up and gave it to the man along with a horseshoe nail. He told the man to get up before sunrise and nail the paper into a tree on the side where the sun falls in the morning. The man was only to drive the nail in a little, and it would be enough to cause the witch to suffer. The further the nail went into the tree, the more pain the witch would suffer. The man did as he was instructed, but the witch kept coming back. One morning, out of frustration, he drove the nail the entire way through the paper and into the tree with the back of his axe. Just as he turned, he had a vision of the witch dropping over dead. When he told his family and friends, they did not believe him and thought that he was becoming obsessed. Soon, however, they received word that the witch had indeed died in Reading, at the same time the nail had been driven in. Though the newspaper would not print the names of the people involved in the incident, their identities and stories were allegedly verified.

In the early 1890s, stories of witchcraft in Berks continued to fill the press. The small community of Greshville was associated with witchcraft, as there were said to be over a half dozen hex doctors in the area who were blamed for a variety of ailments and hexes. Though the press portrayed the hex doctors as unscrupulously taking advantage of the naïve, they were rarely without work. They were sometimes credited with healing but often causing trouble as well. Some Greshville hex doctors were even blamed for causing insanity in a local woman who came to believe that she was under the influence of evil spirits.

An 1894 report from Reading laid the death of a baby at the hands of a hex. When young William Dietrich became ill, a local powwower confirmed for his parents that he had been bewitched. Before the hex could be reversed, the baby passed away, and his body allegedly turned black a short time later. His mother claimed to have seen evil spirits floating near his bedside. She had lost another child a few years before and believed that the death was also the result of a hex.

Even in 1899, a report emerged from Reading of a witch who was harassing a young man named William Reifsnyder. The witch, who went only by the name Lazarus, appeared to the young man in the form of a cat. The witch also waited for him in human form outside of his place of employment, demanding money. He threatened that if it was not paid, he would summon evil spirits to come at midnight and tear Reifsnyder apart.

LANCASTER’S WITCHES

Like Berks County, Lancaster has been home to many witches over the years. Several accounts of witchcraft from the county were recorded in large newspapers in the late 1800s, including the New York Times. The lurid tales captivated readers who mocked the “superstitious” yet hung on every word. Two of those stories will be retold here. The first tale emerged from the town of Columbia in January 1878. A woman from the area was being supernaturally targeted by a witch. Her problems had begun several weeks earlier when a young lady that was working for her became ill. The woman, who was convinced that a hex was involved, took the sick girl to a hex doctor in Marietta for treatment. It soon became clear to the woman that the unidentified witch did not like her interference, and she became the target of the witch’s hostility.

The next day, the woman awoke to find a small cake sitting on a chair in her kitchen. Suspecting something unnatural, the woman tossed the cake into the fire of her iron stove. The following morning she discovered a small jar full of liquid on the same chair. She carefully hid the bottle in her house, in case it would be needed for some magical purpose. On the third day, the woman discovered a piece of hard candy on the chair. Once again she tossed it into the fire. In the days that followed, more bottles appeared, but strange things began to happen. Every time the woman hid a bottle, it would mysteriously vanish. She came to believe that the invisible witch was removing the bottles through the chimney while she slept.

Strange noises also started to be heard around her home. The sounds of cats crying and women sobbing shattered the tranquility of the house. The woman decided to return to the hex doctor to seek additional help. The hex doctor created a “preparation,” described as resembling chloride of lime, which was to be burned in the stove on that evening when she returned home. An unidentified young man volunteered to help with the ritual, and no one was allowed to open a window or door and leave the house until the following morning.

Unfortunately, the treatment failed to be effective, and the torments of the witch became worse. The invisible assailant began to physically assault the woman, throwing her around the room, choking her and tossing her to the floor. The woman claimed that at first the witch’s touch would be cold, but then it became burning hot. Marks that resembled burns seemed to appear on her skin after the assaults. The witch’s touch would cause pain to shoot through her entire body. After several days of assaults, the woman was confined to her bed and was described as being on the verge of insanity.

Even in bed, the woman was harassed. A fiery hand appeared in front of her face, and a strange black cat tried to gain entry to her room through the window. Noises were heard every night, described as the sound of sticks banging together and horses’ hooves pounding on her wooden porch. One of the woman’s healthy hogs died mysteriously around this time. The press provided no follow-up to this strange story, so we do not know how and if she ever fended off the magical assault, but at the end of the story, the paper did print the opinion of the woman’s medical doctor. He believed that the marks were a result of some kind of skin infection or disease and reported that the woman suffered from occasional epileptic fits since childhood. The doctor was convinced that her medical conditions were more than sufficient to explain her bewitchment.
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Berks and Lancaster Counties make up the heart of Pennsylvania Dutch Country. Many tales of witches, hex doctors and folk magic have emerged from the region since the 1800s. Both counties are shown on this map from 1890. Author’s collection.

Another tale of hex from Lancaster was discussed in an 1885 issue of the New York Times. A former resident of the county spoke to one of the paper’s reporters and recounted tales that he remembered from his time there. One involved a wealthy farmer named Saulus Fenner, who had become convinced, for an unknown reason, that treasure was buried on his property. Fenner decided to consult a hex doctor to help him find the buried fortune. He chose an old woman known for her abilities in such matters, and she assured him that he was correct in his belief. She also promised to help him find the treasure if he followed her instructions exactly. Fenner did not suspect the unscrupulous nature of the witch that was helping him.

The old woman had the man bring a bundle of fifty $100 bills to her house. Carefully, the old woman tied them up in a cloth with witch hazel, bread crumbs and the burned hair of a white horse’s tail. She ordered Fenner to return with the bundle each day for seven days. When he came back, she untied the bundle, let him count the money, and tied it back up. On the seventh day, after reciting some incantations, the old woman started to convulse. She soon announced that the protective spell on the treasure that prevented it from being found was broken. She took the cloth bundle and added more herbs and materials before giving it back to Fenner one last time. He was to bury the bundle in the corner of his basement, cover it with pine shavings and wait seven more days. When he dug it up, the bundle would contain instructions on how to find the treasure.

Fenner waited anxiously for a week and finally dug up the bundle on the seventh day. When he opened it, he found no instructions and discovered that his money had been replaced with brown paper. He immediately went to the old witch’s house, only to find it abandoned. He never recovered his $5,000.

MOLL DERRY, THE WITCH OF FAYETTE COUNTY

Mary “Moll” Derry was probably the most well-known witch of the western half of the state. Sometimes known as the “Fortune Teller of the Revolution” or the “Witch of the Monongahela,” Derry had already become a legend before her long life ended. Born sometime around 1760, Derry came to America with her husband, Valentine, who was supposedly a Hessian soldier. The Hessians were Germans hired in units as mercenaries to help the British fight during the American Revolution. Valentine defected from his unit, and after fighting for the American side, he and Mary moved across the Appalachians to the Pennsylvania frontier. They lived in Bedford County during the 1780s and then in Fayette County from the 1790s onward, making their home near Haydentown in Georges Township. “Old Moll” quickly established a reputation of having supernatural power and was probably what we would consider a hex doctor. She was well known for predicting the future, curing ailments and, more maliciously, placing curses. Both respected and feared, Derry held a unique place in the community.

Numerous stories have been recorded about Derry, and she was even represented in some regional literature during her lifetime. Some of the stories have minor detail variations, as can be expected when they are retold over and over. The main elements of the tales are consistent. Moll lived until 1843, so she had many years for her reputation to build and spread. As for her physical appearance, there were a variety of descriptions. Sometimes she was described as being so petite that she slept in a cradle with rockers running lengthwise. On other occasions she is described as a much larger woman. Chances are that her physical appearance probably changed throughout her life, so it is natural that there would be different accounts of her appearance.

One thing is certain; Moll Derry was not a woman to be crossed. If a neighbor angered her, he would soon find that his animals might get sick, his bread would not rise and his cows would not produce milk—and that would be a mild punishment. On one occasion, in the mid-1790s, Derry ran into three men who mocked and taunted her about her rumored abilities. Derry supposedly looked coldly at the men and told them that they would all hang. It did not take long for the first man, whose name has been given as either McFall or Butler, to succumb to the witch’s curse. In 1795, he killed a man in a drunken fight and was quickly arrested, tried and hanged. The second man, whose name is usually given as Dougherty, robbed and murdered a peddler who was passing through Fayette County. He fled to Ohio, where he committed another murder. He was quickly caught and eventually confessed to both murders. At his trial in 1800, he was sentenced to death and was hanged. The third man, who was named Flannigan, had heard of the demise of the other two and remembered Moll Derry’s curse. In despair, he crossed over into Greene County and committed suicide by hanging himself.

Another popular account of Derry’s power tells of an incident that occurred around 1818 or 1819. A peddler from New Jersey was passing through Smithfield when he ran into an old acquaintance that now lived in Fayette County named John Updyke. The peddler told Updyke that he had heard of Moll Derry and wanted to visit her to have his fortune told. Updyke told the man that he could lead him to her home near Haydentown. Instead, he led the man back to his cabin, where his friend Ned Cassidy was waiting. The pair robbed and murdered the peddler, carried his body through the woods in the darkness of night and tossed it in a millpond. Though a trail of blood was discovered in the woods, it did not lead back to Updyke’s cabin and could not be linked to the two men. Within a few days, Cassidy’s conscience got the better of him, and he found that he could no longer sleep. Tormented by guilt, Cassidy decided to approach Moll Derry to see if there was anything that she could do or give him to help him sleep. Derry allegedly fixed her eyes on him with an evil glare and said, “Why are you coming to me when your hands are still wet from your dirty work at the mill pond?” Shocked and frightened, Cassidy quickly walked away. Updyke would not be as lucky.

[image: Images]

A map from an 1872 atlas depicting the Haydentown area in Fayette County. Moll Derry, the Witch of the Monongahela, lived in the area from the 1790s to the 1840s. Courtesy of the Library and Archives Division, Senator John Heinz Pittsburgh Regional History Center.

At the time, Derry was training an apprentice named Hannah Clarke who lived about a mile away from Updyke. One afternoon, shortly after the murder, a prominent local citizen paid a visit to Clarke. When he was leaving, he noticed a drawing on the back of her door that vaguely resembled Updyke. The man took notice of a nail protruding from the drawing’s head. It had appeared to have been tapped in only once or twice. When he asked Clarke about it she explained that if she drove the nail the whole way into the drawing, Updyke would die. Instead, she was going to tap it in slowly, a little at a time, so that Updyke would suffer for the crime he committed. The man decided to investigate on his own, so he walked up the road to Updyke’s house and paid him a visit. Sure enough, Updyke was complaining about a sharp pain in his head. The man, now believing in Updyke’s guilt, said nothing and went home. The man checked back occasionally with Clarke to see if she had driven the nail in. Clarke dragged the process out for weeks until Updyke was in so much pain he could not get out of bed. He finally confessed to the crime as he writhed in pain. The next day, Clarke drove the nail the entire way in, and Updyke died.

Moll Derry would become associated with many other tales of the unusual and supernatural, including the death of Polly Williams at the White Rocks. She allegedly predicted the murder of the young woman at the hands of her fiancé (for a full account of that story, see my book Ghosts of Southwestern Pennsylvania.) Even after her death, Derry continued to surface in fictional accounts and regional histories.

IDENTIFYING A WITCH IN MONTGOMERY COUNTY

In 1880, a report surfaced in some Pennsylvania newspapers of a young man’s efforts to identify a witch. His wife had recently become ill, and for some unknown reason, the man was convinced that she had been bewitched. He took it upon himself to identify the source of the problem. First he retrieved a brand-new horseshoe from a local blacksmith. He then prepared it in an unidentified way to act as a charm. When he was finished, the man cast it into a fire and waited. Soon after, he learned that one of his neighbors was suffering from a burning pain in her chest. Believing that he had found the witch, and to confirm his diagnosis, he spread a line of salt under the carpet at his front door. Many friends passed over without incident when they came to visit his sick wife, but the suspected witch stumbled when she crossed the salt. The report concluded only by saying that the young man was going to conduct further tests, and it is not clear what action he took to end the hex.

WITCH DOCTORS CONVICTED IN CUMBERLAND COUNTY

An unscrupulous hex doctor from Carlisle named Sarah McBride and her accomplice Edgar Zug ran into legal trouble in September 1902 after repeated consultations with an elderly couple. McBride and Zug had convinced Frank and Susan Stambaugh in 1900 that they and their property had been bewitched. McBride claimed that she could remove the hexes for a small fee. She and Zug also told the couple that there was buried treasure on their property with a value of $30,000 dollars, and that if the curses were removed, they could use magic to find the treasure. The Stambaughs paid the pair over $500 dollars over two years for their services.

When the Stambaughs finally became suspicious, McBride informed them that their profiles had been traced onto a mountain, and each of their heads had a rusty pin placed in it. She warned them that if the pins broke, they would die. To remove the pins, they needed more money. By this point, the elderly couple was out of money and had to turn to family and friends to borrow funds. Realizing what was going on, the friends told them to stop paying immediately and report McBride and Zug to the authorities. The hex doctor tried one last time to get money out of the couple, telling them that they would die if they did not pay. However, criminal charges were brought against McBride by that point, and she was held for trial for fortunetelling and taking money under false pretenses.

She claimed only to be a simple powwower, but a substantial amount of testimony was presented against her. Though newspaper headlines presented it as a witchcraft trial, the case was really about defrauding the Stambaughs. McBride was convicted on September 11, and the case quickly faded from the news.

LAWRENCE COUNTY WITCHCRAFT

Tales of witchcraft were passed down well into the twentieth century in Lawrence County. Esther Black, who was a professor at Ashland College in Ohio, collected several of them from the southern part of the county in the early 1960s. One account took place in what are today New Beaver and Little Beaver Townships. According to the story, a mysterious old woman caused problems for the farmers of the area in the late 1800s. The woman is never identified, but the locals believed that she was responsible for a variety of annoyances. Every time that she would pass by, strange things would happen. Cows would not produce milk, fires would not light, cream would not churn into butter and bread would not rise. The old witch was even blamed for the misbehavior of the children. A cattle buyer from New Castle named Wettich also had trouble with the old woman. Every time he tried to drive his cattle past her home, the animals would be spooked and turn back. No amount of force or coercion could make the beasts pass the house. It happened so often that Wettich was forced to change his route.

Two other stories emerged from the Enon Valley, an area originally populated by farmers of German descent. The first emerged from a dispute between two families. It began one day when the daughter of a farmer crossed the field of a neighbor to go to a mailbox. The young woman encountered her neighbor and apparently said something that he found insulting. The angry farmer responded by giving her several lashes with his whip. After hearing about the incident, the young woman’s father brought the matter before a local judge. The case was decided in his favor, but it is not clear what kind of punishment the angry neighbor received.

Almost immediately after the case was resolved, strange things began occurring in the young woman’s home. At night, the family would hear noises throughout the house. In the morning, they would discover that locked doors were open, dishes were broken and furniture was overturned. Nothing was ever stolen, so burglary was ruled out as a cause, and the locks had been opened from the inside. After several weeks of such torment, the girl’s father and mother approached a man locally known as a “witch” who was probably a traditional powwower or hex doctor. The hex doctor collected water from his spring and mixed it with certain herbs while reciting a German incantation. He gave the mixture to the family and ordered them to dip the branch of a cedar tree into the water and use it to sprinkle the concoction onto every door, window and possible entrance to the house. When the family did this, the supernatural activity in their house stopped.

Another unusual cure was recorded in the same area, possibly provided by the same witch. In that case, a woman who was ill came to the witch to find out if she had been hexed. The witch confirmed her fears and then prescribed an interesting remedy to remove the spell. He directed the woman to sweep her entire house from top to bottom and collect the sweepings. They were to be placed in a red flannel bag along with fifteen pins. Nine of the pins were to be placed in the bag point up while the others were placed point down. None could stick through the flannel. The bag was to be tied shut with a rope, hung from a tree branch and beaten with a club (as if it were a magical piñata.) This aggressive treatment seemed to work, because the woman believed that the hex was lifted.

A WITCHCRAFT ACCUSATION IN FULTON COUNTY

The Chambersburg Whig reported on an alleged religious inquiry into a case of witchcraft near Sideling Hill in Fulton County in February 1853. Members of a small local religious group, called only the Christian Church, took it upon themselves to determine if there was a witch in their midst. One of the members of the church had been ill for some time and was failing to show any signs of improvement. It is not explained how, but she came to believe that she had been bewitched by another woman in the congregation. The article names neither woman but describes how the congregation dealt with the accusation.

The minister called a church meeting to formally address the charges against the alleged witch. Since there were no rules or procedures for dealing with such an accusation, it took a while to determine a course of action. What they decided on sounds similar to the tests that were used in the Mount Holly hoax. First, the woman was made to step over a broomstick. It was believed that a witch could not do so. The accused witch passed over the broom easily, of course. As a second test, the congregation decided to weigh her on a scale against the Bible. As stated earlier in the book, it was believed that a witch would be lighter that the Bible. The woman stepped on the scale at a nearby mill, and the Bible quickly lifted into the air. Some in the congregation believed that her clothing was making her too heavy and skewering the results, so half a bushel of corn was placed on the scale with the Bible to even it out. The woman again stepped on the scale and was still heavier than the Bible. The congregation dismissed the charges against the woman.

STRANGE TALES FROM SOMERSET COUNTY

Several brief accounts of witchcraft in Somerset County were recorded in the Somerset Herald in 1892. They were told by an old man referred to only as “Uncle Joe” who had grown up in the area in the early 1800s. All of the incidents occurred during his youth. Joe’s details were sparse, but it is clear that the beliefs common in other parts of the state had also arrived in the county with German settlers. His first story tells of an unnamed family that was being harassed by a witch. The specifics are not discussed, but it was bothersome enough for the family to turn to a hex doctor for help. The hex doctor came to the family’s home and prepared to cancel out the witch’s spell. While reciting some charms, the hex doctor took a needle and bent it until he was able to pass the tip through the eye. The next morning the family found the suspected witch doubled over in pain (basically taking the shape of the bent needle) and lying in a manure pile. The witch did not bother them again.
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An Amish barn raising in Somerset County in the early twentieth century. Though the Amish were generally not practitioners of powwow, they were only one of many German religious sects that spread out across the state. Many Germans of a variety of religious backgrounds settled in Somerset, and some brought traditions of witchcraft with them. Author’s collection.

Joe also recounted the tale of a man who was frequently being “ridden” by a witch. The witch would come at night and climb on top of him. Not only would the witch assault him in his bed, but she would also somehow transport him out to a road near the fields and continue to ride him like a horse before leaving him hitched to a post. When he awoke in the morning, he was back in his bed. After being ridden several times, the man attempted to mark the spot in the road where he had been hitched by his tormentor so that he could return and inspect the site in the morning. Despite his best efforts, the man could never remember exactly where he had been the previous night or how he returned to his bed.

The account sounds very much like a case of sleep paralysis, sometimes known as the “Old Hag” syndrome. Over the centuries, this biological phenomenon has been attributed to witches and supernatural entities. Sleep paralysis occurs when the body is in a twilight state between being fully asleep and fully awake. The mind, believing it is awake, experiences hallucinations or vivid dreams. The body seems paralyzed, but it is because it has not been told by the brain to move. It is usually accompanied by the feeling of pressure on the chest and could give the feeling of being “ridden.” The occasional hallucinations could manifest as a witch-like figure or demon, giving the impression of a supernatural assault.

Yet another strange occurrence was reported at a house near West Salisbury. One nice day, a young man who lived in the area decided to visit four young ladies who lived at their parents’ home nearby. As the young man walked up to the house, he noticed that there were four black cats on the roof acting strangely. As he continued to stare, the cats vanished right before his eyes. The man then hurried to the front door and discovered that the young women were on their way down the steps to meet him. They looked as if they had recently been outside and mentioned that they had just returned from a walk. The young man, suspecting that the girls were witches, did not stay long.

Another story recounted in the article involved a man named John Summy. When he was a young man, Summy had decided to pay a visit to a woman who lived alone with her children on the other side of Negro Mountain. Rumors had circulated that she was a witch, but Summy did not believe them. The woman, who seemed to be attracted to him, was very hospitable and convinced him to stay for dinner. When they were finished eating, she tried to persuade him to stay overnight. Summy insisted that he had to leave, and he noticed a sharp change in the woman’s mood. She was clearly not happy with his decision, and now Summy feared that perhaps the rumors were true.

When he left her house, conditions were good for the long walk home. There was a full moon and a fresh fall of snow to reflect its light. After walking a little while and reaching a clearing, Summy heard a noise above his head. He looked up to see a flock of wild ducks circle around and land on a small earthen mound nearby. Sensing that something was wrong, Summy tossed a stick at them. Instead of flying away, the birds simply vanished. Summy was now in even more of a hurry to get home and away from the witch. He took a path that led two miles through the woods to the next farmhouse. Once on the path, the woods around him became very dark, despite the full moon. All around he heard what he described as the “wailing” of cats. Surrounded by the surreal conditions, fear finally overtook him, and he ran the rest of the way to the farmhouse. He stayed there for the night and, in the morning light, returned to find any trace of the cats in the snow. He found no tracks but his own. Convinced of the woman’s powers, Summy avoided her after that night.
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A map of Somerset County from 1890. Author’s collection.

The Connellsville Keystone Courier reported another case of alleged witchcraft in February 1883. Jesse Miller, a farmer in Greenville Township, was insistent that his family was being supernaturally harassed by a witch. Objects mysteriously moved around inside his house when there was no one around. A saddle was removed from a hook near the chimney three times. Another incident occurred when his wife was folding laundry. She stepped outside of the house for a few minutes in the middle of the task. When she returned, she found the laundry scattered about the room. The most frightening supernatural harassment appeared to be directed at his daughter. Twice she was thrown from her bed by an invisible supernatural force in front of witnesses. Though the adults could not see the witch, the girl claimed to see her when she was attacked. She described the attacker as “an old woman with hoary locks, a hairy face, and wearing a thin white cap.” The article stated that the family was going to recruit the help of a local witch doctor to help them against the malevolent magic of the witch. Since there was no follow-up, we do not know how this case was resolved.

DAUPHIN COUNTY WITCHES

At least two tales of suspected witches have survived from the early 1880s in Dauphin County. One alleged witch lived in Harrisburg in an alley just off Liberty Street. We know of the woman from an 1882 article in the Harrisburg Telegraph titled “A Modern Witch.” Though her name is not mentioned, she is described as an old woman who openly spoke of her supernatural powers. When entering her own home or another structure, she leapt back and forth through the doorway repeatedly before going in, as if performing some strange ritual. Her neighbors reported that she was constantly muttering incantations and charms. She also allegedly bragged about her powers to spread or cure disease. The people who lived in her neighborhood seemed to really believe in the witch’s power. The article cited one woman who claimed to have suffered from the wrath of the witch. She stated that her children, whom the witch did not like, would catch every childhood disease and illness while their friends and other neighborhood children never got sick. The woman felt that the witch was directly responsible for the illnesses. The unknown author of the article, after ridiculing all of their beliefs, stated that the witch seemed to enjoy the fear that her reputation brought.

Another witch tale, this one from Stony Creek in Middle Paxton Township, was uncovered by Pennsylvania writer and researcher Stephanie Hoover. A young woman named Emma Gilday (sometimes spelled Kilday) was about to walk home from church one day when a young man asked if he could accompany her. The young man obviously liked her, but she did not feel the same way and turned down his offer. The young man did not handle the rejection well, and he declared that he would seek the help of an alleged witch named Mrs. Boyer to cast a fatal spell on her.

Gilday’s parents were believers in the power of witchcraft, so when Emma fell ill, they suspected that the young man had done exactly what he had threatened to do. After several traditional medical doctors were brought in without success, the family turned to a hex doctor named Wolf. Wolf confirmed what they had feared and allegedly made an image of the witch, Mrs. Boyer, appear in a basin of water. William, Emma’s father, turned to another hex doctor named Armstrong McLain for a cure. McLain performed a ritual that involved burning hair on a shovel. He told William that if he did not see a brindle cow as he traveled home, his daughter’s condition would improve by nightfall. Emma showed improvement for a while, but in 1881, she became ill again. McLain was summoned to the Gilday home to see what could be done. The hex doctor performed what he claimed to be a ritual that would kill the witch. He lightly touched a hammer to Emma’s temple and announced that Mrs. Boyer would soon die.

Mrs. Boyer did not die, and her family was becoming very upset with the accusations being laid against her. Her son John filed an anti-defamation suit against McLain, and the matter was held over for trial. However, before the case went to court, the Boyers decided that it was best just to move away. Bad luck continued to follow the Gildays. William died a few years later in 1884, and Emma’s first husband died at the young age of twenty-eight.

A TROUBLESOME WITCH IN VENANGO COUNTY

Sometime during the 1840s or 1850s, a brief witchcraft scare arose near Sunville in Venango County. The story of the scare was related by Joseph Kean in 1879, and he was purposefully vague on the names and exact dates because many who were involved were still alive at the time of his retelling. The tale began with a young woman of “respectable parentage” who began suffering from fits and at times seemed “partially deranged.” She claimed to have a roaring in her ears and double vision during the fits. The girl’s parents initially assumed that she was suffering from some type of disease or illness, but as word spread of the girl’s condition, people in the neighborhood came up with their own ideas. Multiple people approached the family and tried to convince them that their daughter had been bewitched. The neighbors even thought that they had identified the witch, who was a reasonably well-liked Irish woman who lived nearby.

After being subject to the relentless prodding of their friends in the community, the family finally consented to use traditional folk remedies against the witch to help their daughter. They contacted several “witch doctors,” who were actually probably powwowers of some sort, but their remedies and incantations failed to help. Horseshoes were placed over entrances to the house, and knives and sharp objects were placed in every opening, but that, too, failed to deter the witch. A man named George Shunk, who was a seventh son, was brought in to observe the girl during her fits or “attacks.” It was thought that the purity of his birth could drive out any demon or spell afflicting the girl. When the attacks came, Shunk instructed the girl to point in the direction of her invisible attacker. As the girl twitched and writhed, Shunk swung a heavy club through the air around her. The witch seemingly dodged every blow, and Shunk looked foolish as he flailed about. A hardened old veteran of the War of 1812 witnessed the display and boldly stated that he was not afraid of the witch. He told the girl to get a cup of water, which she did, and then ordered her to drink it. She claimed that she could not because the witch would not allow her. The old veteran insisted that he could deal with the witch if she interfered, and the girl drank the water without incident. Instead of diffusing the situation, some of the neighbors began to accuse the old veteran of being the witch and even threatened him with physical violence.

Another family friend suggested a different strategy in dealing with the supernatural oppressor. He believed that the witch would be unable to cross moving water, so the family relocated the girl to the other side of Sugar Creek near Dempseytown. The problems continued, however, and it was surmised that there must have been debris in the creek that the witch could use to cross. When the creek was searched, a fallen hemlock log was discovered that served as a bridge. By this point, the witch became the most-discussed topic in the community. People visiting the girl’s house claimed to have seen evil spirits and other strange things lurking around the property. Finally, a man was brought in who had claimed to be a witch killer back in Germany. It was hoped that he could put an end to the girl’s torment. He visited her several times, often while intoxicated, to drive out the witch. All of his efforts were unsuccessful, and he finally declared that American witches were “too cunning” before he gave up.
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Tales of witches and witch killers surfaced in Lawrence, Venango and Warren Counties in the 1800s. All three counties are shown on this map from 1890. Author’s collection.

With no end to the witch’s attacks in sight and his or her identity again uncertain, people who had visited the girl began to report strange happenings at their own farms. Cows and pigs mysteriously became ill and died, and neighbors started to accuse each other of witchcraft. Eventually, cooler heads prevailed, and those accused of practicing the dark arts began to file lawsuits for defamation of character. The threat of legal action was enough to end the scare over the witch. The girl at the center of the scare finally received medical treatment from a trained physician, and her condition improved. She later stated that the only reason that she thought that there was a witch attacking her was because of all the adults who told her so.

THE WITCH KILLER OF WARREN COUNTY

There is not a tremendous amount known about John Meyers, who supposedly lived along West Spring Creek in Warren County in the earliest decades of the nineteenth century. Pittsburgh folklorist, writer and historian George Swetnam collected legends about Meyers in the mid-twentieth century. Most of what we know comes from his research and from the book Old Time Tales of Warren County, written by Arch Bristow and published in 1932. Until his death in 1821, Meyers was sought out by the hexed and bewitched because of his unique talent: the ability to kill witches and break their curses.

Meyers, who was probably of German descent, appeared to use a variation of a method commonly used by powwowers in the eastern part of the state. It is probable that Meyers was a powwower or a hex doctor himself. When a person who believed that they were bewitched came to Meyers, he made them stand in front of a piece of paper that was tacked to the wall. He proceeded to light a candle, which cast the shadow of the bewitched individual onto the paper. Meyers would carefully trace the outline of the individual’s silhouette on the paper. After carefully cutting out the shape, he attached it to a thick pinewood plank. Next, the witch killer loaded his pistol with a silver bullet, carefully aimed and fired at the outline of the bewitched person. When the bullet passed through the paper, the witch would die and the hex was lifted. Meyers was always careful to use the smallest amount of gunpowder possible so that he could recover his bullet from the pine board.

It seems that Meyers was paid well for his services, either in cash or goods. According to Swetnam, he must have done quite a bit of business because of the prevalence of witchcraft and folk magic in the county. Though the accounts are vague, they show the widespread belief in magic. Several old women were believed to possess supernatural knowledge and would prepare charms to cure sickness, remove warts, rekindle lost love and heal or hex animals. Swetnam cited one incident in 1810 where a man approached one witch to remove the curse of another. Believing that the only way to end his string of bad luck was to submit to the witch’s suggested treatment, the man allowed himself to be severely whipped and beaten with a hazel stick. A severe cure was needed to remove a severe hex. It is not known if his luck changed after the “treatment.”

The belief that animals were being bewitched was so common that a method was used by farmers to remove hexes that did not involve seeking the help of another practitioner of folk magic. It was thought that if they could hold the animal under the running water of a stream or river long enough (without drowning it of course) the hex or curse would be broken. Animals could also warn a farmer of the presence of witches. It was believed that if an owl hoots repeatedly, night after night near a house, there is a good chance that a witch is around. Witches were also blamed for extinguishing hearths over the long cold winters. Normally the fire in a hearth would be maintained and burn all season. If it mysteriously went out, it was often believed that a witch had come down the chimney and tampered with the fire. As a result, many homes had a horseshoe or similar charm on the fireplace to try to ward off the unwelcome visitors. Such practices were common not just in Warren County but throughout the state.

KILLING A WITCH IN SUSQUEHANNA COUNTY

In early 1902, a family in Forest City became severely ill. The father decided to consult a local powwower to help them. The powwower determined that the family had been hexed and prescribed a remedy to end the bewitchment. He ordered the father to drive a nail into the sill of his barn door with a single blow for three successive mornings. The man did this, but his family did not get better. They called in a traditional doctor to treat the family, who gradually improved. Though the family did not seem to be helped by the nails, it did seem to have a substantial impact on the suspected witch, who was an old woman who lived in the neighborhood. It seems that at the very same time that the third nail was driven into the sill, the old woman died. People in the community attested to the fact that the powwower’s ritual had indeed killed the witch.


Chapter 4

The Hex Murders and Their Aftermath

A pair of killings that came to be known as the “Hex Murders,” and the subsequent hex scare that followed, marked a substantial turning point in the way the public perceived the practice of powwowing in Pennsylvania. In the early twentieth century, prior to the two famous murders in York and Schuylkill Counties, the belief in and practice of powwow and witchcraft in Pennsylvania came to be viewed by the press and intellectuals less as a quaint holdover from less sophisticated times and more of a threat. In the past, its practitioners were often considered backward or ignorant, but not always a potential danger. That would change as the Progressive Era medical professionals sought to educate the citizens of Pennsylvania and eradicate such practices. These university-educated doctors believed that the false treatments prescribed prevented the sick from getting the scientific medical care that they needed. In the worst cases, doctors believed that the treatments would actually cause harm, and they showed little respect for traditional methods of healing. During that era of industry and progress, there was little room for the superstition of the masses. From the 1890s onward, portrayals of powwowers and hex doctors in print became increasingly critical. In an attempt by the medical profession to crack down on the “quack” doctors, medical doctors succeeded in lobbying the state government to pass the Medical Practices Act of Pennsylvania in 1911. This act helped to legally clarify who could legitimately practice medicine and provided more of a legal framework to pursue and prosecute folk healers. After the York Hex Murder, the dangers of the “superstitious” beliefs seemed readily apparent and lent a sense of urgency to this crusade. All folk healers were viewed by the media and medical establishment in the same way as witches—a threat to the social order. They were blasted for their unscientific practices, and the belief itself was viewed as cult-like. As for the general public that prided itself on a modern, industrialized Pennsylvania, it came as a surprise for many to learn that they still lived in a world of witches.

THE MURDER OF NELSON REHMEYER

As the first and most famous of the Hex Murders, the strange killing of Nelson Rehmeyer came to captivate the public in Pennsylvania and around the country. The story of the murder begins with a young powwower named John Blymire (also spelled Blymyer.) Blymire, who was born in 1895, had learned the art and secrets of the German folk healers at a young age. His ancestors had been powwowers for at least three generations, and probably longer. Though he was considered slow in school, young Blymire established quite a reputation in his home county of York. Starting at the age of seven, he provided healing remedies and cures. It was clear that his worldview was a supernatural one, and despite his early success, he came to feel as if there were a shadow hanging over him. One day, while leaving the cigar factory at which he was employed, an apparently rabid dog began to come toward his coworkers. Blymire approached the dog and spoke the words of a spell or blessing. The dog’s mouth quickly stopped foaming, and the animal became more subdued. Blymire patted its head, and the animal followed him excitedly for several blocks. The other workers were amazed at his abilities and the apparent cure. But Blymire’s luck began to turn. He soon became ill, and the young man began to believe that another practitioner of folk magic had placed a hex on him, possibly out of jealousy. He found himself unable to eat, sleep or continue to practice as a powwower. Blymire used several of his own magical charms and incantations to try to remove the hex, but he was unsuccessful. It was difficult to remove a hex if one did not know the identity of the witch who placed it.

Then, one night while he was lying awake in his bed, the answer came to him. Just as his clock struck midnight, an owl outside hooted seven times. It was then that Blymire realized that he had been hexed by the spirit of his great-grandfather Jacob, who had been a powwower and the seventh son of a seventh son. Since he was unable to directly fight back against his great grandfather’s spirit, he decided to move away from the family home and the graveyard in which Jacob was buried. It seemed to work, and Blymire moved on with his life.

To supplement his income as a folk healer, Blymire worked a variety of odd jobs. Soon he met a young woman named Lily, and they married. The couple had two children, but both died in infancy. The youngest lived for only three days before passing away. These terrible occurrences led Blymire to once again believe that he had been hexed. Unable to determine the source of this new hex, Blymire turned to other powwowers for help. One of these was a man named Andrew Lenhart. Lenhart convinced Blymire that the source of the hex was someone that he knew well.

The revelation caused Blymire to become suspicious of everyone around him, even his wife. Lily had reason to be worried, because in 1922, one of Lenhart’s other clients murdered her husband after receiving similar advice. Sallie Jane Heagy shot her husband, Irving, in bed after Lenhart was hired to drive the “witches” from her home. Sallie did not believe the treatment worked, and she was in terrible physical pain. She snapped, killed her husband and later committed suicide in jail. (A similar occurrence happened in July 1928, just before the Hex Murder. Another of Lenhart’s clients shot her husband after receiving his advice.) After consulting lawyers, Lily was able to obtain a judge’s order to have Blymire mentally evaluated. It was determined that he was obsessed with hexes and magic and should be confined to a state mental institution for treatment. As a result of the assessment, his wife filed for and later received a divorce. Blymire did not stay at the institution long, and after forty-eight days, he simply walked out because of lax security.

With no one looking to return him to the mental health facility, Blymire went back to the cigar factory to work in 1928. While working at the factory, he met two other people who also believed that they were suffering because someone had hexed them. One was fourteen-year-old John Curry. Curry was from an abusive household and felt that a malevolent force was causing the turmoil. Another man who felt he had been hexed was a farmer named Milton Hess. Hess and his wife, Alice, had been successful and prosperous until 1926, when a string of bad luck began at their farm. Crops failed, cows did not produce milk and the farm began to lose money. The entire family believed that they had been hexed by someone, but they had no idea who. The talk of hexes reinforced Blymire’s own belief that there were evil forces out to get him. He began to consult other powwowers again, attempting to identify the source of his lingering curse.

This time Blymire turned to a well-known powwower named Nellie Noll (also spelled Knoll or Knopt). The elderly Noll was also known as “The River Witch of Marietta.” Noll identified the source of Blymire’s curse as a member of the Rehmeyer family. When Blymire asked which one, she told him to hold out his hand. She placed a dollar bill on his palm and then removed it. When Blymire looked at his hand, an image appeared. It was Nelson Rehmeyer, an old powwower whom Noll described as the “Witch of Rehmeyer’s Hollow.” Blymire had known Rehmeyer, who was a distant relative, since he was a child. When Blymire was five years old, he had been severely ill. Unable to cure him with their own powers of healing, Blymire’s father and grandfather had taken him to Rehmeyer, who was apparently able to heal the boy. After a second visit to Noll, the river witch confirmed that Rehmeyer was also the person responsible for the hexes on Curry and the Hess family. Blymire revealed his findings to the other two men, as well as the solution for ending the hexes. Noll had instructed that the men needed to take Rehmeyer’s copy of The Long Lost Friend and a lock of his hair and bury them six feet underground.

Blymire and Curry decided to travel to Rehmeyer’s Hollow and attempt to retrieve the needed items. On November 26, the pair was driven by Hess’s oldest son, Clayton, to the vicinity of Rehmeyer’s Hollow. They stopped at the home of Rehmeyer’s former wife Alice, who informed them that Nelson could be found at his home, which was about a mile down the road. The men went to Rehmeyer’s door, and Blymire asked if he could speak to him. The older man was much larger and “meaner” looking than Blymire had remembered. They went into his parlor, where Blymire asked him questions about The Long Lost Friend and other aspects of powwowing. Neither Blymire nor Curry mentioned their true reason for being there. After talking for a long while, the men realized that it was late, and Rehmeyer offered to let the men sleep downstairs. Blymire and Curry hoped that they could find the book that they sought while he was sleeping, but they were unsuccessful. The men were afraid that Rehmeyer’s size would make it too difficult to hold him down and cut a lock of hair. The pair left in the morning, having decided that they needed additional help.

Blymire told Milton Hess that he needed a member of his family to help them subdue Rehmeyer. Milton and his wife decided that their eighteen-year-old son Wilbert would go with Blymire and Curry. The next evening, November 27, the trio arrived at Rehmeyer’s kitchen door. Rehmeyer let the men in, and they proceeded to the front room. While his back was turned, the men tackled him to the floor and attempted to tie his legs with a rope that they brought with them. The exact details of what happened vary slightly depending on which of the three men told the story, but during the struggle, they beat and strangled Rehmeyer to death. It is possible that Blymire may have intended to kill Rehmeyer once he had reached the house that evening, but the younger men were not aware of this. When they realized what they had done, they took all of the money that they could find in the house. Since Rehmeyer was dead, Blymire felt he no longer needed the book or the hair. They doused his body with kerosene from a lamp and lit it on fire, hoping that the blaze would spread throughout the house and burn it down. When the trio left, Rehmeyer’s body was on fire. Somewhat mysteriously, the fire seemed to extinguish itself after they left. J. Ross McGinnis, foremost expert on the York Hex Murder, believes that it is possible that Rehmeyer may not actually have been dead when the trio set him on fire, making his death that much more gruesome. Because of the position in which his body was found, Rehmeyer might have moved to extinguish the flames, but too much damage had already been done for him to survive.
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A photo showing the home of Nelson Rehmeyer, probably from the 1920s. Courtesy of the Stewartstown Historical Society, Stewartstown, Pennsylvania.
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The Rehmeyer home in late November 1928, just after the Hex Murder. Some damage from the fire is visible, and the door is boarded up. Courtesy of the Stewartstown Historical Society, Stewartstown, Pennsylvania.

A couple days later, a neighbor discovered Rehmeyers’s body. The shocking nature of the crime scene shook the community, but it was nothing compared to the story that soon emerged. Alice Rehmeyer informed police about Blymire and Curry’s visit, and they soon zeroed in on their suspects. As details emerged, newspapers around the country covered the unfolding story of the “York Witchcraft Murder” with great interest. Every bizarre detail of Blymire’s magical and cursed world was described for the curious public. When the men went to trial, there were daily reports of the proceedings. Blymire and Curry ended up receiving life sentences, and Hess received ten years. Blymire and Curry would eventually be paroled and live rather uneventful lives. Curry, the youngest, even served during World War II and became a talented artist.

The extent of the impact of the York Hex Murder has been debated. Though authorities in York did not launch any official assault on the persistent folk beliefs, the press, experts and authorities in other parts of the state eventually would. At the very least, the murder and trial caused others to pay attention, and sometimes they found hexes when there was nothing there.

THE HEX PANIC
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Trials of Hex, written by J. Ross McGinnis in 2000, is the definitive account of the murder of Nelson Rehmeyer and the subsequent trial. Courtesy of J. Ross McGinnis.

The sensationalist media coverage of the York Hex Murder trial brought intense scrutiny to the folk practices of the Pennsylvania Germans. Quick to label the practices a form of witchcraft, the press maligned all practitioners of powwow, even if they were only providing healing services. Lurid descriptions of magic and strange beliefs filled the newspapers and shocked Americans who were otherwise unaware that such traditions had continued into the twentieth century. In a foreshadowing of the Satanic Panic of the 1980s (discussed in part five), law enforcement officials, doctors and educators united in an effort to put an end to what they viewed as a superstitious and dangerous practice. Some law enforcement and government officials were quick to attribute a supernatural motivation to any strange new cases that they encountered. During the trial, York County Coroner L.V. Zach claimed that the deaths of five children in the previous two years could be attributed to powwowers. He stated that the children’s parents took them to folk healers when they became ill instead of real doctors, and as a result, they died. There had been no formal investigations, however, and he stated only that the cases were a matter of common knowledge. The New York Times discussed the coroner’s statements under the dramatic headline “Death of 5 Babies Laid to Witch Cult.” The Times article also quoted unnamed officials of the York County Medical Society, who stated that the coroner’s count of deaths attributed to witchcraft was much too low.

In such a context, any death that was even vaguely connected to a powwower or that was even perceived to have a connection was labeled a hex murder. One such case occurred in March of 1929 when the body of twenty-one-year-old Verna Delp was discovered in the woods at Catasauqua, near Allentown. On her body were three pieces of paper with magical charms written on them, supposedly to protect from murder and theft. A coroner’s report identified three poisons in her body, and it appeared that she had taken them voluntarily. The young woman’s adoptive father, August Derhammer, revealed to police that he had recently discovered that his daughter had been receiving treatments from a powwower and that she had been planning to visit him again the day after she died. The powwower was identified as twenty-nine-year-old Charles T. Belles. Police were sure that they had another hex murder on their hands, and Belles was arrested. Belles initially denied treating Delp but later admitted that he was treating her for eczema. He claimed only to be a faith healer, not a hex doctor. The authorities did not believe him, and though they could find no direct evidence to link him to the crime, they continued to hold him in jail. Upon further investigation, it was discovered that Delp was pregnant and that she had not seen her boyfriend, a truck driver named Masters, for several months. She had not yet told her family of the situation and was possibly looking to end the pregnancy. Even though this new information had come to light, police still insisted that Belles must still be partially responsible. The obsession with hexes and powwow distracted the authorities from examining other possibilities, including a botched abortion attempt, suicide or murder at the hands of someone other than Belles. By April, they still had no substantial evidence with which they could charge Belles with murder, but they charged him anyway. Finally, Belles received a hearing in mid-April after filing a writ of habeas corpus. He was released on $10,000 bail, and the charges of murder were eventually dropped.

The press laid another death at the feet of powwowers in early January 1930. The New York Times ran a headline that read “Hex Treatment Seen in Death of Woman.” Mrs. Harry McDonald, a thirty-four-year-old housewife from Reading, died after receiving severe burns in her home. She had apparently been given some kind of lotion or ointment from a hex doctor that was rubbed on her skin. At some point during the night she had caught fire when getting too near her stove. She was severely burned, and when her husband, who worked the night shift, found her in the morning, she was on the verge of death and could not be saved. The woman’s brother told the press that he believed the lotion that she was wearing was too flammable and caught fire, ending his sister’s life. He cited no evidence for this, but the press latched on to that aspect of the tragedy.

Urban Philadelphia was not immune to the hex panic either. Early on January 20, 1932, the body of Norman Bechtel was discovered in Germantown under a cherry tree on a temporarily vacant estate. Only thirty-one years old, the accountant and Mennonite Church worker had nine stab wounds in and around his heart. Some of the wounds appeared to be in a circle, and they had pierced not only his suit and overcoat, but also his eyeglass case. Investigators also found mysterious cuts on Bechtel’s face. A crescent shaped cut was made on each side of his forehead, and a vertical cut ran from his hairline to his nose. Two additional cuts ran off the vertical slash and in the direction of the crescent shaped cuts. Bechtel’s valuables had been taken, and his black car was discovered six miles away in west Philadelphia. From the bloodstains in the automobile, it was clear that Bechtel had known his attacker well enough to let him or her into his car. Though such a case might normally have looked like a robbery gone bad, detectives thought that the strange cuts on the victim’s face might have special occult significance. Bechtel had grown up in the farming country around Boyertown where the practice of powwow had once been common. They immediately began a search to find any possible evidence of a new hex murder. Captain Harry Heanly, the chief investigating officer, had the victim’s apartment thoroughly searched for any possible connection. They found no signs of folk magic, only Mennonite books and pamphlets. After following a few more leads, the police still had no answers, and the media began to refer to the case as a hex murder. The case remained unsolved until April 1937, when thirty-six-year-old William Jordan confessed that he and four others had killed Bechtel, whom they had been attempting to blackmail. Most of the details of Jordan’s confession were not publically released, as Bechtel had been involved in “several love affairs” and had a large life insurance policy.

If the pseudo–hex crimes had been the only ones, it is likely that the scare would have died out sooner as the public lost interest. That was not to be the case, and another actual hex murder sealed the fate of folk magic in the state for the coming decades. The second hex murder occurred in Pottsville, Schuylkill County, in 1934.

THE SHINSKY CASE

A gunshot shattered the tranquility of the home of Mrs. Susan Mummey around 8:00 p.m. on Saturday, March 17, 1934. The blast of a shotgun tore through the living room window and struck the sixty-three-year-old (or fifty-nine, depending on the source) widow while she stood next to her adopted daughter. Mummey was attending to the injured foot of her boarder, Jacob Rice, who was seated in front of her. The oil lamp that her daughter was holding shattered as the shell passed through the room. Mummey was killed, and the other two took cover, not knowing if there would be more shots. The two waited all night in fear, thinking an assassin lurked outside of the house waiting to pick them off. As morning approached, Rice decided to make the two-and-a-half-mile trip to Ringtown to report the crime.

[image: Images]

Albert Shinsky, depicted here while waiting for trial, killed Susan Mummey in 1934 to break the hex that he believed that she had placed on him. Author’s collection.

Initially, police thought that the murder was the result of nothing more than a backwoods feud that turned violent. But soon the case took a bizarre turn when twenty-four-year-old Albert Shinsky confessed to the killing. He claimed that the murder was actually self-defense and that Mummey had placed a hex on him seven years earlier when he was working in a field across from the Mummey farm. There had been disputes about the property, and one day Mrs. Mummey walked to the fence and stared at him intently for a long time. Shinsky claimed that he felt a cold perspiration come over him, and his arms went limp. From that point on, he was unable to work. It was only the beginning of his alleged torment.

Shinsky claimed that whenever he saw a sharp object, it would morph into a large black cat with flaming eyes from which he could not look away. The cat would also sometimes appear to him at night while he was in bed. It would slowly creep across his room and crawl up onto his bed. The appearance of the cat would also make him incredibly cold, so much that he had to get up and run around his room to get warm again. Shinsky sought the help of several powwowers to deal with the hex. One advised him to recite the phrase “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost” every time he saw the cat. The recitation usually made the cat disappear if he could overcome his terror and say it. Though his family thought that he was exaggerating and was just too lazy to work, Shinsky seemed to genuinely believe that he was hexed. Eventually, he could no longer endure the supernatural harassment, and he killed Mummey. He told police that the minute she died, he felt that the curse was lifted.

Prosecutors wanted to give Shinsky the death penalty for the killing, and the press once again emphasized the danger of the strange beliefs. Several psychiatrists had different ideas, however. Though the police were thoroughly convinced that Shinsky was sane, a commission of doctors determined that he was insane. Shinsky was sent to Fairview State Hospital. He remained in mental institutions for most of the rest of his life. The case seemed to confirm in the public eye that the belief in witchcraft was still a real threat. Action needed to be taken to prevent further incidents.

THE FATE OF FOLK MAGIC IN PENNSYLVANIA

While practitioners of powwow had a few defenders and retained plenty of clients, the tide of public opinion had turned definitively against them. One of the voices that defended the folk beliefs was Monroe Aurand Jr., known for his colorful pamphlets on the Pennsylvania Germans. Aurand felt that the German population of the state was being unfairly stereotyped, because supernatural folk beliefs existed among all segments of society and ethnic groups. His pamphlets included the 1942 publication The Realness of Witchcraft in America. Though meant as a defense, his writings were sometimes misinterpreted as a confirmation that the belief in witchcraft was still widespread enough to be a problem.

As a result of the two high-profile murder cases and the other suspected cases, Pennsylvania’s school system declared war on the belief in hexes, especially in the rural areas in which it seemed most prevalent. It was hoped that within several years, focused instruction and renewed emphasis on science would erase the superstition that seemed to plague the countryside. State authorities also launched a campaign against powwowers and hex doctors directly, arresting and prosecuting them for practicing medicine without a license. Combined with the relentless media sensationalism, the three-pronged assault on Pennsylvania folk magic drove many of the remaining powwowers underground. Except for a few who retained public storefronts, most of those who continued to practice actively avoided the public spotlight and downplayed their work to any non-believer. They continued to provide services, however, for those who sought them out. As time went on, fewer of the younger generations showed interest in learning the old methods of healing and hex. Still, the practice did not die out and has in recent years made something of a comeback as interest in New Age ideas and the supernatural has again proliferated. Dr. David Kriebel documented some of these contemporary folk healers in Powwowing Among the Pennsylvania Dutch. Though none of these modern healers practices any kind of witchcraft, they demonstrate that many of the German magical beliefs are alive and well in the modern world.

Before we leave the subject of the hex murders, there is one final case to mention. Another hex murder, similar to the Shinsky case, occurred in 1939. It was not as widely publicized as the others, perhaps because the public had become used to the perceived dangers of the belief in witchcraft, and the case seemed to again confirm those beliefs. A twenty-two-year-old farmhand from the Easton area named Howard A. Romig shot and killed twenty-four-year-old Dorothy Buskirk and her sixteen-month-old daughter. Though psychiatrists testified that he was driven to kill the woman because he believed that she had hexed him, it was not enough to have him declared insane. A jury found him guilty of first-degree murder and sentenced him to life in prison.

The outbreak of World War II and other pressing concerns eventually caused the coverage of “hex”-related crimes to fall off. The America that emerged after the war was very different than the one that had entered it. The rise of a mass culture began to blur regional differences. American consumerism came to be guided by the growing youth culture, and young people had free time and mobility that they did not have before. The witches that were tied to the ethnic cultures of their parents seemed distant as they ventured out in cars from their new suburban homes. Though traditional witchcraft continued to exist in many areas, for the young people of modern Pennsylvania, the witch had entered the realm of urban legend.


Chapter 5

The Witch in Urban Legend

While the belief in witchcraft is still not extinct in the modern world, it is certainly by no means as widespread as it once was. In the second half of the twentieth century, witches continued to exist in Pennsylvania’s folklore, but in a different form. Witches and witchcraft became linked more often with urban legends than with folk magic. Urban legends are one of the most popular forms of folklore in America today. Often referred to as contemporary legends by professional folklorists, these legends pass from one person to another by word of mouth and through the Internet. They have a feeling of authenticity because they are often heard from trusted individuals and friends, who purportedly hear them from other trusted friends and sources. Such legends often carry a warning about some type of danger in everyday life, something that is not heard on the news or from official sources. At first examination, these legends seem to be legitimate, because they are set against the familiar backdrop of daily life and a local setting. When one takes a closer look, they usually discover that the facts do not add up, and they are full of distortions or outright fabrications. Even though they appear to be set in a specific local place, they actually bear a close resemblance to similar legends all around the country. The source of the legend, the friend of a friend who originally passed it on, can almost never be traced.

While urban legends are not true in the factual sense, they are “true” in the fact that they represent the fears of society and tensions about our daily lives. New legends emerge every decade reflecting the newly perceived threats of those years. Folklorists have documented hundreds of these legends and tracked their changes over time. For our purposes, the origins of modern urban legends about witches can be placed within fears that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Several factors converged during those decades that allowed such legends to proliferate. Beginning in the 1970s, for a variety of reasons that extend beyond the scope of this book, the media and society in general began to perceive an increased amount of threats toward children. This manifested itself in a variety of ways, one example being the poisoned candy scare that surfaced every Halloween. There was also much more media attention paid to serial killers and child abductions. (For a full explanation of this phenomena, see Philip Jenkins’s book Decade of Nightmares.) Another factor that would influence the legends was a renewed and increased interest in the supernatural, the paranormal and the occult in segments of society from the seventies onward. Such an interest is easily traceable in popular culture, and it influenced those who grew up during that time. Both of these factors combined to fuel the “Satanic Panic” of the 1980s.

The Satanic Panic and satanic ritual abuse scare lasted from the early 1980s into the 1990s. The panic would provide a new context for legends involving witches and link them more directly to explicitly satanic activity. It began after a handful of psychologists and law enforcement officials used now discredited techniques to “recover” memories of satanic abuse among children in daycare centers in California. Though the memories were completely false, it sparked a national scare that disrupted or ruined the lives of many people. The media latched on to the story and fed the hysteria, claiming that there may be thousands or even millions of Satanists in a secret network around the country, abducting, abusing and sacrificing children. Anything vaguely connected to the occult could cause suspicion of involvement. Music, games and even large corporations were accused of having hidden satanic messages. The fact that many law enforcement officials throughout the country took the accusations seriously seemed to lend credence to them. As a result, fears of Satanism left their imprint on the urban legends of those years, especially the supernaturally themed ones. While satanic cults appeared most frequently in the urban legends, abducting and sacrificing children and teenagers, witches and witches’ covens were also common.

Since specific witches were not identified in the panic, many of the legends revolved around places that were linked to them in some way. As a result, most urban legends about witches became legend trip destinations. A legend trip is an interactive type of urban legend, where a group of people, most often teenagers or young adults, travel to a secluded but still car-accessible location that is associated with some type of supernatural activity. Sometimes some type of ritual action is required at these sites to provoke interaction with the supernatural (flashing headlights three times, blowing the car horn, repeating a phrase, etc.) By triggering a supernatural response, or at least scaring themselves, the participants in a legend trip become part of the legend themselves while testing societal and personal boundaries.

Legend trip destinations involving witches are most likely to fall into two categories, although there are certainly exceptions to this rule. There are many urban legends about witches associated with cemeteries and alleged burial sites. Graveyards and cemeteries are often associated with the supernatural and are common legend trip sites. The other category of witch-infested legend trip destinations is the “witch house.” A witch house is usually a run-down or abandoned structure that has become associated with rumors of witchcraft. This type of legend proliferated during the Satanic Panic and was often associated with the abduction and sacrifice of children on the premises. Now we will take a closer look at these urban legends, starting with the alleged witch Mary Black.

MARY BLACK’S GRAVE AND CEMETERY WITCHES

A popular urban legend in Lawrence County centers around one of the area’s oldest burial grounds. Tindall Cemetery, near Turkey Hill in Shenango Township, has long been believed to be the burial site of a witch. According to the legend, Mary Black, who died in 1888, was known to be a witch in her lifetime, and her gravestone became the destination for hundreds of teenagers engaged in legend trips over the years. One common form of the legend claims that if one journeys to the grave site and calls her name three times, the witch will reemerge that night (either immediately or after you go to sleep) and claw your face. It resembles the traditional urban legend of Bloody Mary, except with a tombstone instead of a mirror. Other accounts have claimed that the hand of the witch emerges from the ground and claws at the legs of the late-night visitors. In some of the earliest versions of the legend, Mary Black visited those who called her name in the form of a black cat, scratching them and tormenting them in other ways.

The legend was popular for so long that multiple generations have made the late-night trip to the cemetery. By the 1970s and 1980s, some people claimed to see cult members visiting the grave, wearing black robes and chanting. Such associations increased during the years of the Satanic Panic. The cemetery received so many visits from legend trippers that vandalism became a severe problem, and by the 1990s, Mary Black’s tombstone had been knocked over and moved several times. Someone even attempted to dig up her body. Finally, the tombstone was given to the Lawrence County Historical Society to prevent further damage. The absence of the stone has failed to halt the late-night visits of legend trippers, and they continue to wander in the dark searching for a marker that is no longer there.
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For decades, legend-trippers sought out the grave of alleged witch Mary Black in Tindall Cemetery, hoping to trigger some type of interaction with her ghost. Stories of the supernatural were attached to Black decades after her death, but she was never actually believed to have been a witch while she was alive. Today, because of changes in the terrain, the cemetery site is flooded and not easily accessible, as seen in this photograph. Courtesy of Janice Ferrainolo.
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The gravestone of legendary “witch” Mary Black, now housed at the Lawrence County Historical Society. Courtesy of Michael Hassett.

Despite the popularity of the legend, the truth is that Mary Black was never considered to be a witch during her life and only became associated with witchcraft when a local storyteller assigned her name to another story of a witch. Harry “The Hermit” Stein was a colorful local character who told tales of Lawrence County’s past. He originally told the tale of a witch named Lisa Sturner, who was usually accompanied by a magical black cat. As time went on, he and others substituted the name of Mary Black in the tales, perhaps because there was a physical remnant (her grave) to ground the story in reality. The story caught on and spread among young people, who could take their friends out to find the grave site.

Besides the grave of Mary Black, a multitude of other burial sites in Pennsylvania have become associated with witches since the 1970s. Here are a few examples:

•  Across the state from Lawrence County, another grave of a witch named Mary allegedly exists in Shupp Cemetery in Luzerne County. According to this urban legend, a curse exists on the tombstone of this Larksville witch. If one goes to her grave site and reads it, a series of terrible events will plague them. Strange paranormal activity is supposed to be common at the cemetery. Stories of the witch and her curse have given the burial ground the nickname of “The Witch’s Cemetery.”

•  Smalls Cemetery, near Cooperstown, Venango County, is rumored to be the burial site of an entire coven of witches. During the 1980s, satanic cults and modern covens supposedly used the secluded area to conduct their own occult rituals. The alleged activity attracted numerous legend trippers who sought out the witches’ graves and has unfortunately led to vandalism of the old and historic gravestones.

•  Georgetown Cemetery in Beaver County has its own interesting witch legend. In the 1800s, a woman who practiced witchcraft was allegedly seized by her neighbors and hanged from a tree in the cemetery. When they let her fall, the tree limb broke, and the witch managed to escape. It is said that if you visit the cemetery on Halloween, you will see the witch return to the site of her near-execution.

•  St. James Episcopal Cemetery in Bristol, Bucks County, is home to the famous “Witch’s Chair.” The otherwise unassuming metal chair sits atop the grave of Merritt Wright, who died in 1911. It was placed at the grave for when his wife came to visit, but over the years, the seemingly out-of-place chair has spawned an urban legend. If one sits in the chair at midnight during October, they can feel the arms of a witch wrap around them. The origin of the legend is unclear, though it is common for unusual grave sites to have legends associated with them.

•  Titusville, Crawford County, has three witches’ graves located in Woodlawn Cemetery. All three of the stones lay flat on the ground next to each other, though they are of the type that would normally stand upright. One of the stones has a face carved into it that allegedly bleeds at certain times (under the full moon, near Halloween, etc.) The alleged witch buried in that grave is commonly referred to as the “bloody witch.” Like the other witch graves, it is not clear exactly what inspired the legend, but it remains a popular legend trip site.

•  Near Perryopolis, Fayette County, is the Providence Meeting House and graveyard, often known to locals as the Quaker Church. The property was used by the local Quaker community in the 1800s and in the twentieth century has become associated with a variety of ghost stories and local legends. One of these legends, which circulated during the 1980s and 1990s, asserted that during the mid-1800s, the local Quakers tried, convicted and executed a witch on the property. Her ghost is said to become aggressive when intruders venture onto the property at night, pushing them around and knocking them to the ground. The site was also allegedly used as a meeting place by satanic cults during those years.

•  Crum Cemetery in Windber, Somerset County, reputedly contains the grave of the witch Rebecca Crum. Rebecca became the target of her neighbors’ wrath after they discovered she was practicing witchcraft. An angry mob hanged or burned her in the cemetery, depending on which version of the story you hear. Her ghost can be seen in the cemetery wandering near the graves, hungry for vengeance. During the 1980s and 1990s, satanic cults and a coven of witches frequently used the burial ground for dark ceremonies.
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Urban legend claims that a witch was killed at the “haunted” Quaker meetinghouse and graveyard near Perryopolis, Fayette County, in the 1800s. Courtesy of Tony Lavorgne.
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Another view of the Quaker graveyard near Perryopolis. Courtesy of Tony Lavorgne.

All of these legends, and numerous others around the state, demonstrate the widespread connection between graveyards and witches in popular contemporary legends. Even though none of these legends are historically accurate, these stories at least show the willingness to temporarily suspend disbelief in witchcraft for the sake of supernatural adventure in the form of the legend trip. Witch houses, which are almost as common in modern lore, serve a similar folkloric function.

WITCH HOUSES AND COVENS IN THE WOODS

Abandoned and isolated structures often inspire tales of the supernatural. During the Satanic Panic, such spooky locations became the center of tales about witches and cults in addition to the traditional ghost stories that one would expect. One such house is located in Exton in Chester County. The once abandoned structure, which has been renovated in recent years, was known locally as the “Witches’ House” or “Witches’ Graveyard.” The large house sat empty for years, and several gravestones laid flat in the yard. The stones supposedly marked the burial sites of the first coven that used the house decades before. The witches were killed by angry neighbors and buried upright so they could not escape the grave by digging straight out. Since that time, other covens have allegedly used the house, sometimes abducting small children to use in their rituals. A nearby shed was rumored to conceal a tunnel leading to the main house. It was meant to serve as an escape route for the witches. (While the shed does conceal a deep stone chamber, it was filled with water for many years, making it impossible to determine if there really was a tunnel.) For years, teenagers made the journey to the house looking for signs of the supernatural and leaving graffiti behind. Since the renovation, the allure of the house and its inherent spookiness has faded.

In Lawrence County, to the west of New Castle once stood an abandoned house that the local youth referred to as the Blood House. According to this legend, a witch who lived in the house abducted local children and sacrificed them to the Devil. She buried their bodies in the unkempt fields around the house. If someone lingers at the property for too long, it is said that the witch will attempt to possess them. The ghosts of the witch’s victims also appear at the site. If legend trippers drive to the house and put their car in neutral, the ghosts of the children will push it away from the house. The Blood House burned down a little over a decade ago, but the ruins continued to attract visitors on nightly legend trips. Of course, there were not actually dozens of missing children in the area, but the story fit firmly within the fears of satanic ritual abuse.

Outside of Dallas, in Luzerne County, was another witch house near the property of a Jewish community center summer camp. Campers were warned not to go near the abandoned one-room house that sat near a gravel road in the woods. A coven of witches was rumored to meet in the house to make potions. The witches also used their magic to summon the ghosts of campers and other people who died near the old house to haunt the property. The legend was popular until the collapse of the small structure in the early 2000s. Unlike the usual societal fears that inspire these legends, the camp counselors may have had a very legitimate reason for spreading the story: a bear was believed to have been living in a cave very close to the house.

Even though urban legends usually have little basis in fact, sometimes they attach themselves to the sites of actual tragedies or, in this case, confirmed sites of witchcraft. Such is true for the home of Nelson Rehmeyer. Because of the famous murder, the old house in Rehmeyer’s Hollow, or Hex Hollow as it is now often called, became the center of many urban legends. The youth of the late twentieth century may not always have been familiar with the details of the famous case, but they certainly knew that the house was associated with witchcraft and murder. Aside from the true story, which is frequently retold around Halloween, the house became associated with witches covens, satanic cults and many other variations of common legends. Folklorist David J. Puglia compiled the most comprehensive list of such contemporary legends associated with the site, collecting almost forty different versions. They can be found in his engrossing collection of regional folklore, South Central Pennsylvania Legends and Lore.
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The home of Nelson Rehmeyer continues to inspire modern urban legends about witches, Satanists and ghosts. Courtesy of Sean Coxen.

While old graveyards and vacant houses became home to many of the witches of urban legend, there were other isolated locations that came to be associated with their imagined activities. In the northern part of Allegheny County, at the edge of North Park, is a road that has been linked with the supernatural for decades. Irwin Road, known to legend trippers as Blue Mist Road, has been home to ghosts, monsters, the Ku Klux Klan, satanic cults and witches’ covens. The relatively isolated nature of the mostly closed road makes it the perfect location for a legend trip. While there have been various types of supernatural activity reported there, satanic cults and witches covens were associated with the crumbling and abandoned stretch of road during the 1980s and 1990s. Tales of sacrificed animals and missing teenage virgins circulated widely among the youth in the townships around the park. There were even rumors of a witch house or a cult house along the road, but no standing structure is actually present along the closed portion of the road, although there is a lone mailbox.

Like the legend of Blue Mist Road is that of the Witches’ Triangle (also known as the Devil’s Triangle) in Berwick, Columbia County. The small patch of woods that makes up the triangle is located close to a golf course. One version of this legend claims that three young witches were captured there by local farmers while engaged in a ritual in the 1800s. The trio of witches was hanged from the trees, and since that time, the area has been cursed. It has reportedly been used by the Ku Klux Klan, satanic cults and, of course, covens of witches. A nearby abandoned house was said to be the site of a gruesome murder-suicide in which a man slaughtered his family. The implication is that the evil of the Witches’ Triangle drove him to commit the crime. Of course, there is no evidence that any of these events actually happened, but it has not stopped the parade of legend trippers who have come over the years to interact with the supernatural.
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Irwin Road, often known as Blue Mist Road, was rumored to be the home of witches’ covens and evil cults during the Satanism scare of the 1980s and early 1990s. Author’s collection.

Like the two previously mentioned locations, there are dozens of other haunted roads and wooded areas around the state with similar stories attached to them. Sites linked to historical witchcraft, like Hexenkopf Hill and the Witches Hill, gathered legends much like Nelson Rehmeyer’s house. In many ways, the era of the Internet has made these witch stories more popular and accessible to new generations. The witches of Pennsylvania folklore will continue to live on in a variety of forms in the future.


Conclusion

Why Witches Won’t Go

This survey has only skimmed the surface of the complex systems of belief in witchcraft, folk healing and folk magic that have long existed in Pennsylvania. Many groups brought traditions similar to the German and English settlers. African Americans held on to their trust in the folk-magical system of hoodoo well into the twentieth century. In urban industrial areas and rural coalfields, Southern and Eastern European immigrants brought their belief in the evil eye and systems of folk magic that were very similar to their Central European counterparts. Though the belief in witches has become entwined in urban legends in recent times, the traditional ideas about witchcraft have not disappeared. In fact, in recent years, there has been a resurgence in the practice of powwow. For some believers, it is combined with other esoteric or New Age systems of magical belief. For others, they attempt to remain true to the Pennsylvania German traditions. This is evidenced by the recent publication of two new grimoires of traditional Pennsylvania powwow practices. Karl Herr’s Hex and Spellwork: The Magical Practices of the Pennsylvania Dutch, published in 2002, serves as an introduction to some of the meaning and mechanics of folk magic as used by modern practitioners. The most thorough modern account written by a practitioner of both the historical background and current practice of powwow is The Red Church, or The Art of Pennsylvania German Braucherei, by C.R. Bilardi. The hefty and encyclopedic volume was published in 2009. It seems that the once-obscure practice is now experiencing a minor renaissance.

But why does the belief in witchcraft and magic survive in Pennsylvania and in the modern world? It survives precisely because it is not modern. It is old and esoteric and involves forces that cannot be measured by our rational scientific world. The belief in witchcraft and the supernatural in general is one of the ways in which people, usually unknowingly, push back against the dehumanizing nature of our technological and bureaucratic world. Traditional witchcraft, though associated with supernatural evil, implicitly means that there is also supernatural good. By extension, witchcraft confirms the belief that there are forces more powerful than the material world in which we all live. For that reason, the belief in witchcraft will never be entirely extinguished.
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